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  Chapter 1: The monster with three faces


    Are the gods even real?


    White snow drifts lazily down towards the ground, falling from the clearing sky of an unusually warm winter’s day. The end of the season seems to have arrived.


    Song-birds swoop through the air, chasing after each other and whistling, bringing with their chirps the first hint of a spring, which may yet come in a day not far from today.


    However, despite their brief bursts of song, in contrast with only a few minutes ago, the world remains hauntingly silent. Now that the last man has fallen on the battlefield, which is littered with the corpses of some hundred odd people, now that the brutal skirmish has finally come to an end, some vague, abstract goal having been achieved — the world is quiet.


    A small, blue bird lands on his breastplate. It tilts its head, scooting around for a moment on its twiggy legs. The animal pecks at his chest and then flies off, returning to its flock.


    The paladin, Isaiah, lays there, somewhat ironically impaled on the blade of the second to last man, who now lies dead next to himself.


    His chest heaves, constrained in place by the thin sword, that is pushing in through his breastplate. The blade restricts the movements of his torso and, with each and every failed breath, his body moves up and down along its keen edge.


    The fight for the territory has been won, but at the cost of many great things.


    — The most expensive price of this nonsense is that the eyes of every person on this battlefield might not ever see what a wonderful spring this year would have brought.


    It is something very simple.


    Isaiah feels his eyes growing dark. His last breath leaves him.


    The gods, who he had sworn his life to, had done little to prevent the tragedy of this battle and they had done nothing to spare him from its reaping; just as they had done little to prevent him from walking the life path, which had brought him here, to where he now lies.


    So what was the point of his lifelong, zealous faith, exactly?


    He dies.


    Everything that he has ever known, learned, felt, sensed and experienced becomes void.


    


    


    


    One might not be able to say for how long Isaiah sleeps, exactly. His soul drifts through the emptiness as a non-thing, as some vaguely human shaped entity, for a very long time.


    But it is perhaps fair to assume that during this period, many springs come and go in reality. They leave together with just as many winters and many, many, many more generations of men and women.


    


    


    


    A long time has passed.


    The thing floats through the darkness, holding onto itself as it drifts through the light-less ocean, as it has done forever, as far as it 'knows'.


    It isn’t awake.


    It simply floats there, vaguely aware of the faintest whisper of its own existence, but not ever being aware enough to ever get close to waking up.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Reincarnation] ~
          
        


        
          	
            Your spiritual gestation process has been completed.


            You will now be returned to the mortal coil.

          
        

      
    


    


    A noise.


    It is loud. It is bright.


    The entity slowly opens its eyes, disturbed from its rest from the first thing of substance that has ever happened to it.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Your new life] ~
          
        


        
          	
            "You will return to the world as a ‘Common Black Bird’ - Turdus merula.


            Please proceed to stay there as such, until you die.


            Enjoy."


            - Malfi

          
        

      
    


    


    What is this?


    So many things happen all at once.


    It realizes, for the first time, that it is in a state, which is different from the state that it had always been in.


    — It is awake.


    Its eyes scan the darkness. It has eyes. It knows what eyes are. This is also new.


    It looks up towards the menu, the text filled window that had appeared before itself.


    - Reincarnation? A new life? What does that mean?


    It moves, trying to figure out if it can even do so. It swings its arms, realizing that it has arms. It kicks its legs, realizing that it has legs.


    It opens its mouth, realizing that it has a mouth.


    Thick, oozy water rushes into its throat, muffling the odd sounds that it tries to make. The sounds aren’t akin to words of any coherent fashion. They’re just similar to the babbling gibberish of a child.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Beginning Reincarnation] ~
          
        

      
    


    


    Everything goes white.


    


    


    


    A long time has passed.


    The female blackbird scoots along the ground of the forest, running in quick, short, striding bursts.


    She stops, looking down at the ground and then picking out a fat, juicy worm that has foolishly dared to brave the topsoil in her presence.


    


    
      
        
          	
            {Juicy}(Normal)[Worm]

          
        


        
          	
            A fat, juicy worm. It wiggles and jiggles.
          
        


        
          	
            Juicy: +10% Water content
          
        


        
          	
            Effect: Restores +10% STAMINA
          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 0.03kg
          

          	
            Value: 000
          
        

      
    


    


    Another of its own kind, a male blackbird, sees this and swoops down to the ground, trying to steal it. But the female bird quickly flies away, landing on a branch. She gulps down her prize as fast as she can, looking down at the other.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Blackbird) ate {Juicy}(Normal)[Worm]

          
        


        
          	
            Restored: + 10% STAMINA
          

          	
            STAMINA: 12/12
          
        

      
    


    


    Defeated, the male scoots away, heading towards a bush that is ripe with red berries. The forest is a very bountiful place.


    The blackbird lifts her head. It is spring and it is time for her to build a nest. She doesn’t know in coherent thoughts that she has to do this. She just sort of knows.


    She flies up to the top of the tree, looking for a good spot.


    — There.


    She spots a strong branch, with some shelter from the elements atop its thick base, nested on the strong tree. The blackbird scoots towards it, jumping a few branches over.


    Another female arrives at the same time and they look at each other for a tense moment, before immediately falling into a very violent tussle.


    Competition is fierce amongst females for the best spots.


     


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Blackbird) dealt {1} damage to (Blackbird)
          
        


        
          	
            NAME
          

          	
            HP
          

          	
            SOUL
          
        


        
          	
            Blackbird (Female)
          

          	
            : 04/04
          

          	
            : 03/03
          
        


        
          	
            Blackbird (Female)
          

          	
            : 04/05
          

          	
            : 02/02
          
        

      
    


    


    She is stronger. She has always been a good fighter.


    The other female retreats, flying away before she suffers any very serious injuries.


    The blackbird, pleased, sets to work on making a nest.


    This is a beautiful branch. It is very high up. It is sheltered. It has a strong foundation and a good view of the landscape and of any potential predators or mates. It has all of the good qualities that a good home needs.


    She starts building her nest.


    


    


    


    A few days have passed.


    A courtship display arrives at her home. The female blackbird holds perfectly still.


    A male blackbird stands on the ground. He bows his head and begins scooting around across the ground in short bursts, singing a low-toned, choking song.


    Never moving an inch, she watches him closely for any mistakes.


    — However, it is a perfect dance.


    Pleased, she lifts her head and tail.


    The rest proceeds as nature intends.


    


    


    


    More time has passed.


    A predator!


    "POOK-POOK-POOK!" squeaks the black-bird, letting out an alarm cry, as a strange thing walks through the forest, stepping onto the ground beneath her tree. "POOK-POOK-POOK!" she cries, turning her head and lowering her body down over her clutch of spotted, beige to light-blue eggs.


    "Ow! Ow! Ow!" protests a high toned voice. "I’m sorry~!"


    The blackbird looks down at the odd predators. They are large and gangly and have two limbs on their bottom halves and two limbs on their top halves. She recognizes them as creatures from outside of the forest.


    "‘Sorry’ doesn’t cut it!" yells the larger one, indistinct in gender. It holds the smaller one by her ear and drags her along. The large one points up towards the tree with a long, slender limb. "Look at him! He’s a bird!"


    "I was just following guidelines," replies the female. Her short, very colorful strands of hair dangle downward. "They said that he was supposed to be a blackbird this time around!" she argues. "Please! I hate it down here!" she explains, looking at the world around herself.


    The other one tugs harder on her ear and pulls her head down lower to the ground. She cries in pain. "You’re going to stay here and fix this!" it commands.


    "We can’t fix it," she argues, on the edge of tears. "Look, he’s already made a nest and eggs. Just give it a few years and he’ll die and come back and we can do it th- IOW!" She flails, trying to get free. But the larger one, neither distinctly male or female, does not let her go.


    "Malfi," commands the big one, losing its patience. "My followers get rewarded for their faith. Being a bird isn’t a reward."


    "Okay, okay!" she relents. "I’ll uh… I know!" She grabs a rock from the ground. "Let’s just kill him now, then he’ll respawn again and we can IAAAAAH-!" She turns sideways, almost losing her balance from the force of the hand yanking her along.


    The bigger one glares down towards her. "I’ll tear your ear right off, Malfi," it warns. "You’re replaceable." It leans down towards her. "Fix. This." The entity narrows its eyes. "- Now."


    Malfi gulps.


    She thinks for a moment. "Okay," she says, holding out her hands. "Okay." The big one lets go of her and she immediately starts rubbing her sore ear. "Why don’t we give him a monster-blessing?" she offers. The taller one glares at her and she backs off, lifting her hands. "- It doesn’t have to be a bad thing!" she quickly explains. "But without a full reincarnation, there’s only so much that I can do within the system. There are rules to this stuff."


    "Malfi," starts the big one in a very stern tone, seemingly not pleased.


    "- We’ll change it around though!" she throws in, before she gets punished for whatever transgression she had just put into the world. "He’s a bird, so we’ll just pump magic into him until he turns into a monster. But we’ll use the holy attribute to do it!" she says, lifting a finger. "That way, it still works within the rules of the system, but he won’t be some horrible, drooling cretin!" finishes Malfi, flinching and covering her head, as if preparing to be struck.


    It is quiet for a moment, except for the repeated alarm-song of the female blackbird, warning its still absent partner of the danger nearby. He is out collecting food for them.


    "POOK-POOK-POOK!"


    The large one glares at her and turns away, not saying anything.


    Malfi opens an eye, warily. "…So, it’s a good idea?" she asks, with a tender hope in her eyes.


    The big one looks over its shoulder towards her. "It will have to do," it says in annoyed reluctance.


    She sighs in relief, lifting her hands and looks at the bird, that is sitting up on the branch. The bird looks down at her, continuing to squeak, feverishly guarding its treasured home and eggs.


    In an odd moment of random thought, the blackbird notices that the woman’s red ear looks like a big berry.


    A strange glow encapsulates her digits and the bird continues to chirp, wondering when her mate will return from gathering berries and worms?


    "Hold still -" says Malfi, narrowing her eyes.


    The blackbird continues to chirp, determined to protect its nest to the end.


    "POOK-POOK-P- !"


    


    


    


     


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ {Holy}[Dungeon-Core] ~
          
        


        
          	
            The dungeon-core is the heart of any dungeon in the world and is its most integral feature. The dungeon-core is responsible for absorbing the ambient magics of the world, as well as dispersing them into condensed bursts of outwardly focused magic.


            Dungeon-cores can be attuned to any type of magic but are, more often than not, neutral in their tendencies. However, some dungeon-cores might specialize in specific elements which are befitting to the region that they find themselves inside of, such as NATURE, ICE, or FIRE.


            There has only ever been one recorded instance of a DARK dungeon created by an entity known as the ‘demon-king’ generations ago. There has never been a HOLY dungeon, as it is not an element considered part of the natural, organic world.

          
        


        
          	
            Holy: You are attuned to the main light attribute, HOLY.


            Known for its connection to the divine, HOLY has a tendency towards healing, summoning, and warding abilities, along with extremely dangerous magical attacks.

          

          	
            HOLY is strong against all DARK attributes.


            HOLY is weak against all ARCANE attributes.


            HOLY is neutral against all OTHER attributes.

          
        


        
          	
            ! Warning !


            Dungeon Cores passively emit ambient magics out into the world, according to their level of power. These magical flows will attract threats such as monsters, plunderers and animals.

          
        

      
    


    


    "This isn’t what you promised me, Malfi!"


    "Ow! Ow!" she yelps. "- I couldn’t help it!" argues Malfi, lowering her body to move in sync with her ear that is being twisted around. "The stupid guy got all defensive about his nest and it made the magic weir - OW!"


    "A dungeon-core?!" asks the god. "This is a disaster! I wanted you to give him some normal powers!"


    There is a rustling noise. Something stirs.


    "We have to go! He’s waking up!" says Malfi, sounding happy about having a chance to escape the situation.


    


    


    


    The creature, sitting at the base of a tree, opens its eyes.


    It looks around itself, examining the forest, that it finds itself inside of.


    It knows what a forest is.


    It is green and beautiful and feels oddly familiar in a way that it can’t explain, simply because it doesn’t really know how to explain anything. Sunshine streams in generous rays down lazily through the thick, verdant crowns above itself.


    Birds sing. The wind blows. It is calm.


    The entity blinks.


    Some odd things appear, rather suddenly. 


    


    
      
        
          	
            NEW - (DUNGEON) ABILITY -


            [Summoned Worker {1}](Active)

          
        


        
          	
            Cost: {4} SOUL
          
        


        
          	
            Summons a small worker entity. Worker entities will harvest resources and construct things for you. But they are very poor fighters. Worker entities vary in their make-up and abilities, depending on your core-attribute.
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            NEW - (BODY) ABILITY -


            [Flight {Weak}](Passive)

          
        


        
          	
            Cost: {1} SOUL/SECOND
          
        


        
          	
            With your weak wings, you are able to fly for very short bursts of time and only over very short distances.
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            NEW - (DUNGEON) ABILITY -


             [Grand Tower](Passive)

          
        


        
          	
            The higher you are above sea-level, the stronger you become.


            At sea-level, all stats and values are at a neutral baseline.


            Down below sea-level, your stats begin to decrease.

          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            NEW - (HOLY) ABILITY -


            [Minor Heal](Active)

          
        


        
          	
            Cost: {4} SOUL
          
        


        
          	
            Heals you or a single target for an amount equal to your WIS
          
        

      
    


    


    The entity tilts its head, trying to understand what life is. Everything is a blur. Everything is jumbled. It exists. It thinks. It…


    — It turns its head, looking at a bush. The bush is covered in thick, red, little orbs.


    Berries!


    It remembers berries.


    Quickly, it awkwardly stumbles over towards them and reaches for the berries with its strangely formed, gangly arms and hands. Walking is an awkward proposition, as its legs feel unusual to walk on. Its arms move unusually, as the wings that it is used to having, are larger than it remembers them being.


    It looks down at itself, expecting to see feathers on its body, but there aren’t any. It has smooth skin, which is almost blindingly pale.


    "POOK-POOK-POOK!"


    A noise.


    The creature turns its head, looking at the source of the new noise. It comes from above the spot, where it had just woken up. A small blackbird sits in a nest, high up on a branch and it sings a pretty song.


    "POOK-POOK-POOK!"


    The winged half-monstrosity eats the berries, roughly smearing them onto its face in an uncoordinated mess of an attempt, as a huge jumble of memories of vague things return to it and blend together into something not entirely coherent.


    "I…sai…ah," it mutters, berry juice and flesh dripping out of its mouth and onto its body.

  




  Chapter 2: A high roost must first start down on the lowest soil


    
      
        
          	
            — From the hearts of the largest cities, to the deepest, most obscure corners of the world, dungeons exist.


            Dungeons are important natural locations where the magical energies of leylines come together, mixing in with the landscape at a singular point of conversion. These magical pressures result in the organic creation of a ‘dungeon-core’, the literal beating heart of a dungeon.


            It is assumed that dungeon-cores can be underway in the form of a physical avatar, or they can simply possess their dungeon, thereby leaving their body and living as the dungeon itself. We do not yet understand why they would choose to do this. But it is imagined to be a very strange, abstract sensory experience.


            A dungeon’s purpose, like with any other living creature, is to explore, consume and expand, in order to fulfill its natural drives.


            Whereas a living animal might seek food to produce new offspring and thereby further its lineage, a dungeon will consume resources from anything ranging from dirt, all the way to the bodies of the dead, in order to grow and expand itself outward.


            A dungeon-core serves a dual purpose as the lifeline of a dungeon, but it also acts as the head of the snake and manages all processes related to the dungeon's decisions as well, similar to the brain of a person.


            Dungeons are highly adaptive during their birth, seemingly taking on any specialization, depending on their location. But should they specialize, dungeons remain rigid in their patterns for the rest of their lifespans. Some dungeons appear to remain neutral in their choice of element.


            A young dungeon-core, who has specialized in the attribute of FIRE, for example, will always head further down this path. Dungeon-cores do not seem to have free choice over their attribute, but rather it will be given to them at birth, as if it were the color of their eyes or hair.


            Note: FIRE dungeons are somewhat rarer and are typically found down in old cave-systems or in the far-lands of the north-eastern regions. But they make for a striking example for this explanation.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ Excerpt from Barnatus Barnacious’ Big Book of Dungeons


    


    


    


    "ISAIAH!" shouts the creature, looking at a particularly odd thing that is sitting before itself, on the edge of the waters of the river.


    *Ribbit* says the frog, before hopping away.


    The creature gasps, watching the frog leave. Apparently, the frog is not ‘Isaiah’.


    It rises back up to its feet and runs towards a big tree, looking at it.


    It is a very big tree.


    It is bigger than the other trees around in this part of the forest. The thing, the creature, points at the special tree with a sharp, taloned finger. "ISAIAH!" it proclaims, fairly sure of itself this time.


    The tree does not respond. Instead, its massive body simply sways in the gentle wind of the kind day.


    The creature frowns. No. This thing isn’t ‘Isaiah’ either.


    It rubs its head in frustration, looking around the area. The forest is lively. Birds are singing and frogs are croaking and the trees are joining in to the merriment by shaking their leaves in the warm, spring-tide winds.


    The winged entity frowns, looking over towards the wide, clear river. "- Isaiah?" it asks. The river babbles on and on, but offers no coherent response to the question.


    Frowning, the entity bends down and looks at the water, seeing the thing down below itself, bounding off its glossy surface.


    It blinks, reaching down towards the strange thing that it sees there. The shape that it sees beneath itself in the water is kind of runty and a little gangly and it has a strange, colorless face with golden eyes and odd features and two, very large, black-feathered wings. They are larger than its body and protrude out from behind itself. With long, sinewy arms, it reaches down and touches the thing in the water, which looks back up its way and copies its movements. "…Isaiah?" it asks. Their talons meet in the middle.


    This feels right.


    The thing in the water doesn’t respond, but the creature is confident that it has found Isaiah. Whatever that means. It isn’t even sure why exactly it was looking for this thing. But it knew that it had to find it.


    It lifts its head. It wants to find something else.


    The sun is starting to leave and the air is becoming cold for its soft, pliant skin.


    Gazing around, it looks out over the landscape and watches as birds land on the trees, alongside the edges of the water of the river. They make themselves at home in the large boughs and thick crowns of the forest.


    — Of course!


    Birds have wings.


    It too has wings, just like the birds, who lives in the trees, just like Isaiah, who lives in the river.


    Since it really doesn't want to live in the river, that means that it also has to find a tree, like the birds. Well, isn’t it lucky that it just so happened to find a very big tree not a minute ago?


    The creature, who is most definitely not Isaiah, turns its back to the thing in the water and looks up at the very big tree. Nodding to itself, it grabs hold of it and begins trying to climb up it.


    However, it promptly falls down after a second, not having been able to get a grip with its sharp talons. It frowns, rubbing its bottom and looks around at the birds again. How do they do it?


    Another bird flies down across the river, swooping into a tree.


    It gasps, understanding and a moment later, its wings begin to move and the creature begins to hover up towards the top of the very big tree.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Flight] ~
          
        


        
          	
            SOUL: 07/12
          
        


        
          	
            Cost: 1 SOUL / Second
          
        

      
    


    


    Grabbing hold of a thick branch, it pulls itself up onto it. That was surprisingly exhausting.


    The entity sighs, but then smiles. It did it! It made it up to the top of the very big tree! "Very-big-tree," mutters the creature to no one.


    This feels right. This feels good. This is where it should be. The ground feels odd to be down on. When it’s down on the ground, the entity feels vulnerable. But it doesn’t quite know to what, exactly.


    Tilting its head, it looks down and towards the water, towards where Isaiah is, down beneath its surface. Apparently, Isaiah really doesn’t mind being down there, let alone being beneath the river.


    Oh well. To each his own.


    The creature leans back against the large tree and stares out over the world. The view is good up here. It feels safe. It feels protected and sheltered, if not a little cold. But that’s fine.


    It understands that tomorrow, the sun will rise again and it will be warm.


    


    


    


    There is nothing in the water.


    The thing that it saw there was only a reflection


    It itself IS Isaiah.


    Isaiah opens its eyes, having had a very sudden realization in the middle of the night, as some connection inside of its brain was reestablished during its restful sleep. The leaves and branches, which it had broken off of the tree to cover itself with, fall down to the dark forest ground. The world is awash in the glow of a full moon.


    "Isaiah," it mumbles to itself in a sleepy, half-dazed voice, which is trapped between reality and the dream-state.


    Okay. So. It itself is Isaiah. This is good to know. But what exactly is it going to do with this new information?


    Isaiah rubs its tired, sleepy eyes, not sure why this thought had woken it up.


    It leans back against the tree and returns to its rest for only a few more hours. Not having any loose leaves and branches left and not wanting to go down to the dark floor of the forest to recollect them, it closes its wings as tightly around itself as it can and yawns, quickly falling back to sleep.


    


    


    


    A new day is here and Isaiah stares at its own reflection in the river, touching its face and body as it watches its mirror-image do the same. This is its final verification of the matter.


    So it really is true. It is Isaiah. Although it still does not really understand what that means.


    A growl escapes its body.


    Isaiah holds its stomach and looks around for more berries. The red berries from yesterday were very good. There don’t seem to be any here now, however. This is very unfortunate.


    It frowns. But its frown doesn’t bring any berries to it either. It needs to come up with a better plan than that.


    — Something splashes.


    Isaiah watches as a large bird, gigantic and beautiful, swoops out of the water. It holds a big, juicy fish in its talons and soars off and away into the world.


    Of course! The birds have so many lessons to teach.


    Isaiah flaps its wings and hovers into the air, rising over the river.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Flight] ~
          
        


        
          	
            SOUL: 11/12
          
        


        
          	
            Cost: 1 SOUL / Second
          
        

      
    


    


    It looks around, looking for any fish to snatch. The concept of eating a fish sounds very nice. Somehow, it’s a vaguely familiar idea.


    It looks around the water for a time, looking for any shadows that move beneath the surface.


    If only it had a fir-


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Flight] ~
          
        


        
          	
            SOUL: 00/12
          
        


        
          	
            Cost: 1 SOUL / Second
          
        

      
    


    


    "AAAH!" it yelps, plummeting down into the water, as its wings suddenly give out. The naive creature splashes and kicks around, being carried away by the river.


    


    


    


    There is a new plan.


    Isaiah has returned to the spot it was at, after a very frightening journey down and then, thankfully, back up the river.


    On the way, it had found some blue berries and ate many large handfuls of them. They’re not enough to fully fill its belly, but they’re enough to give it some energy.


    


    
      
        
          	
            - {Blue}(Normal)[Wild-Berry] -

          
        


        
          	
            A blue wild-berry. They are toxic to humans and are generally only safely eaten by birds and small critters.

          
        


        
          	
            Blue: Restores: 01% SOUL
          

          	
            Effect: Restores: 10% STAMINA
          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 0.03kg
          

          	
            Value: 001 Obol(s)
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        


        
          	
            (Isaiah) ate {21} * {Blue}(Normal)[Wild-Berry]
          
        


        
          	
            Restored: 100% STAMINA, 21% SOUL
          
        


        
          	
            STAMINA: 24/24
          

          	
            SOUL: 12/12
          
        

      
    


    


    During the return journey, it had developed a plan. It doesn’t really know how it made this plan. But it knows that it will work. Because the amalgamation of conjoined and twisted memories that it has tells it so.


    Isaiah looks at the water and lifts its hands.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~
          
        


        
          	
            (Isaiah) used: [Summoned Worker {1}]

          
        


        
          	
            Cost: {4} SOUL

          
        


        
          	
            SOUL: 08/12
          
        

      
    


    


    A golden glow, bright like the sunlight of the new morning, surrounds its strange fingers and then merges away into a glowing, red sphere, not far away from where it stands.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Uthra] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Class: Minion
          

          	
            Element: HOLY
          
        


        
          	
            Type: Worker
          

          	
            Category: Spirit
          
        


        
          	
            Rank: F
          
        


        
          	
            Level: 01
          
        


        
          	
            An Uthra.


            Uthra are small, celestial light-world entities. Born out of the magical cosmic rivers, known as leylines, they are composed entirely out of holy-magic. Uthras serve as guardians, wards and builders.


            They are similar to fairies, cherubs and sprites.

          
        


        
          	
            HP: 05/05

          

          	
            SOUL: 05/05
          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah looks at the odd thing. The sphere blends together into a shape of something roughly akin to its own form. It is just a lot smaller and still significantly different. It has wings, but its wings are tinged lightly towards a shade of crimson. A glowing light of a red hue pulsates out from its body, enveloping it.


    Isaiah blinks, looking at the entity and the entity looks back towards it.


    "…Well?" asks the small uthra.


    Isaiah tilts its head. "Well!" it repeats, liking the noise that the creature had made.


    The uthra rolls its eyes. "Well, what would you like?" it asks.


    Isaiah clenches its fists in excitement and looks at the odd thing, making noises towards itself. Is this communication? Is that what it feels like, when the birds chirp at each other? How exciting!


    "Well, what would you like!" mimics Isaiah, pleased with its efforts. That sounded really good! The entity will surely be happy about the attempt.


    The uthra floats there. "Uh…"


    "UH!" nods Isaiah.


    Wait… ‘Uh’?


    What a familiar sound and movement it is.


    ‘Uh’…


    Isaiah stops and thinks for a moment. It recalls that movement and that sound from some distant memory.


    — When it was a baby bird! Of course!


    Isaiah points at its mouth and then lifts its head up and down hungrily, like a chick in the nest, waiting to be fed by its mother. "Uh! Uh!"


    "…Are you… hungry?"


    "Uh!" affirms Isaiah, pointing at the water. The uthra follows its finger and then shrugs.


    "Sure. A fish? I can get a fish. No problem," says the uthra. It looks around itself. "But we should probably get set up soon. The first predators are going to show up before you know it."


    "…Uh?" asks Isaiah. ‘Predators’… it knows that word too, it…


    — Isaiah’s eyes go wide. "POOK-POOK-POOK!" it chirps, flapping its arms wildly at the confused, small uthra. Predators? There are predators?! This is bad. This is terrible. This is the worst! "POOK-POOK-POOK!"


    "…Yeah… I’m gonna go get that fish, okay?" it offers. "Maybe summon a couple more to help you out here?" suggests the entity and then flies off over the water.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~
          
        


        
          	
            (Isaiah) used: [Summoned Worker {1}] x 2

          
        


        
          	
            Cost: {8} SOUL

          
        


        
          	
            SOUL: 00/12
          
        

      
    


    


    Drained of its magical energy, the creature falls down to its bottom, feeling very exhausted again.


    Two more uthra appear. They look vaguely like the first one, but they have different colors and patterns to their wings, as well as sizes and shapes to their bodies. One has blue wings and one has yellow wings.


    They stare at Isaiah curiously. "What can we help you with?"


    "POOK-POOK-POOK!" chirps the desperate creature, still trying to warn about the apparent danger close.


    The two new uthra look at each other and nod, apparently understanding. "Would you care to gather, or should I?" asks the one with blue wings.


    "I would very much like to build," replies the other one, with yellow wings. "Would you please handle the resource collection today?"


    "Yes. Of course."


    They politely nod to each other and then fly away, leaving Isaiah sitting there, a little confused and very hungry.


    


    


    


    Isaiah snacks on a heap of blue berries that they had gathered and watches in glee, as the red uthra returns with a giant fish. The fish dangles down towards the ground in its small hands which, by all assumptions, shouldn’t be able to hold the weight of a creature several times their own size. But the uthra doesn’t seem to be bothered and flies on entirely unhindered.


    The blue one has been gathering branches and stones from around the area. It has been collecting them in orderly heaps next to the very big tree.


    


    
      
        
          	
            New Area
          
        


        
          	
            ~ [Dungeon] ~
          
        


        
          	
            Stockpile {Level 1}
          
        


        
          	
            A simple, outdoor collection of materials. Everything is collected in rough heaps.
          
        


        
          	
            Level {1} Effect: Allows storage of building materials, equipment, food and all other items and resources. But it offers no preservation or protective effects for anything stored here.

          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Stockpile] ~
          
        


        
          	
            - Perishables -


            
              	Berries 

              
                	Red: 04


                	Blue: 18

              


            


            
              	Fish 

              
                	River Salmon: 01

              


            

          
        


        
          	
            - Raw Materials -


            
              	Wood 

              
                	Dead Wood: 06 kg

              


            


            
              	Stones 

              
                	Assorted: 19 kg

              


            

          
        

      
    


    


    The yellow one has, in a fascinating process of magical construction, created a small fire-pit. The yellow and the red one set the fish down onto a big stone slab and begin cutting it apart.


    


    
      
        
          	
            New Area
          
        


        
          	
            ~ [Dungeon] ~
          
        


        
          	
            Firepit {Level 1}
          
        


        
          	
            A rudimentary outdoor cooking area. Food and raw materials can be processed here in order to be used for the rest of the dungeon and its monsters.
          
        


        
          	
            Level {1} Effect: Allows the preparation of simple food items

          
        


        
          	
            Firepit: 01% chance of summoning a [Fire-Spirit] every day

          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah doesn’t really understand why, but they seem to be removing all of the insides from the fish. What a waste. "UH! UH!" it says.


    "Yeah. Hold on," replies the red uthra. "I got this," it adds on in annoyance, pushing the yellow one away. "Go make something or whatever."


    "Now, now. There’s no need to be pushy," replies the yellow one, flying back into the air.


    The red ones waves it off. "If we get eaten by a wolf because you didn’t make a wall, we’re going to have a long talk."


    "‘A wall?" asks the blue one from the side of the clearing. "Did I hear someone say ‘a wall’?" it asks. "Why, I just so happen to have the stones for a wall!"


    The red one rolls its eyes again and stabs the fish with a giant stick, spearing it through. It then places it above the fire.


    It turns its head, looking at the other two and then sighs, as it spins the stick around to cook the fish. Immediately, a deeply rich smell begins to fill the air. The fire is so warm and pleasant and the fish looks so tantalizing. If not for the fact that Isaiah wasn’t down on the ground, this would be perfect.


    "So, dungeon-core, huh?" asks the red uthra.


    Isaiah shrugs. "Yes!" it replies, mimicking a word the blue one had said before. "Dungeon-core!"


    "Okay, first thing’s first, we’re going to teach you some words," says the red uthra. It raises its voice, looking over its shoulder. "It would be nice to have some intellectual conversations now and then!" it says snarkily, looking at the other two, who are setting up the foundation of some kind of barrier around the area with large stones and pieces of dead-wood, that are far too heavy for Isaiah to carry.


    "Intellectual dungeon-core!" says Isaiah proudly, having learned many new words today.


    The red winged creature sighs, shaking its head. "Ye- AGH!" It swings its arm out, fussing and hissing like a snake. It had gotten too close to the fire while it wasn’t paying attention and burnt itself. "Aaah, that smarts," it says, shaking out its hand and stopping the spinning of Isaiah’s long awaited fish.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~
          
        


        
          	
            (Isaiah) used: [Minor Heal] on (Uthra {Red})
          
        


        
          	
            Cost: {4} SOUL

          
        


        
          	
            Restored target HP to 100% {93%}

          
        


        
          	
            SOUL: 08/12
          
        

      
    


    


    The fairy-like creature’s arm glows and the pale skin, burnt, reduces from its strong red shade, that was akin to the color of its wings.


    It sighs in relief, shaking out its hand. "Thanks."


    "Words!" nods Isaiah, staring hungrily at the fish.


    


    


    


    "We set up a perimeter," says the yellow entity. Isaiah looks around from the top of the very-big-tree, where it is making its roost. The little creatures have erected a wall around the base of its tree. It is fairly tall. "Standard dimensions for a low-level surface entrance. Twenty by twenty meters."


    Isaiah looks around at the space around the very-big-tree.


    It feels safer.


    …But it does feel a little cramped.


    Isaiah looks at the yellow entity. "Big."


    "Big?" it asks. "Should we make it bigger?"


    "Big!" repeats Isaiah. A series of memories and instincts have come into play here. Isaiah points up towards the sky, towards the setting sun. "Big!" Being high up means being safe from predators. Being high up means having an overview of the landscape and it means having access to resources easily. By being high up, it will be safer, it will be better. It doesn’t exactly know why it is like this, but it is. High places are the best places for a nest.


    "That’s uh… hmm… that’s pretty big," replies the yellow uthra, following Isaiah’s finger, pointing at the sun.


    "BIG!"


    The three uthra look at each other and shrug.


    "'Big' it is," replies the yellow one and they set to work, making the first walls of the dungeon, the first walls of the home of the creature named Isaiah — big.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Dungeon] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Your dungeon has been established!
          
        


        
          	
            Current number of floors: 2


            1: Ground floor (3)


            2: Roost atop the very big tree (☠️)

          
        


        
          	
            Estimated difficulty: Very easy
          

          	
            Estimated intruder level: 01
          
        


        
          	
            Estimated defender level: 01
          

          	
            Monster count: 03
          
        


        
          	
            Bosses: 01
          

          	
            Traps: 00
          
        


        
          	
            Chests: 00
          

          	
            Dungeon territory: 0.5km
          
        


        
          	
            Rank: F

          
        

      
    


    


    


    


    NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR: Occasionally, at the end of some chapters, you will find these 'note for occultist' sections. In these, I will explore the real-world mythology behind some of the concepts you see in this story. Please, enjoy!


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Note for occultists]{UTHRA} ~


            


            Uthra are angelic entities from the ethnic religion Manfaeism/Savainism, which is a system of faith practiced in the regions around Iraq and Iran by only ~100,000 people these days. They are essentially the equivalent to angels of this faith, their spiritual origins being traced back to a place that is literally called the 'World of light'. Uthras are held to be pretty chill dudes and they really just spend their days being cool and productive. They are said to be telepathic entities. Uthras in mythology typically serve the role of protectors and guardians of places held to be life-giving rivers, such as the Great Jordan.


            Uthras are super interesting, obscure creatures and there are actually quite a lot of them in the lore, akin to how there are a bunch of different named angels in the Abrahamic faiths. Interestingly, there are other interpretations of the lore that describe them as female consorts. But we run a clean show here in this dungeon.


            One further, small note, Uthra are usually underway in pairs and they tend to have rhyming names.

          
        

      
    

  




  Chapter 3: As with any nest, predators will come to seek our precious eggs


    
      
        
          	
            As is the nature of dungeons, they amass great amounts of resources and magical energies over time. These, of course, attract the interested eyes of people, looking to earn a living. But it is not just people who are interested in dungeons. Wild monsters can also be drawn to the magical forces emanated out into the world by a dungeon-core.


            Dungeon-cores are keenly aware that their very existence serves to draw threats towards themselves. So they instinctively establish defenses, in order to protect their domain, shortly after their birth.


            Typically, these consist of an array of traps, underground chambers and tunnels, as well as swarms of various monsters. In general, these are consistent with the elemental attribute of a dungeon. Nobody really knows how a dungeon is built and by what, as nobody has ever seen the process in action and returned to talk about it.


            A water dungeon will generally have water monsters and a fire dungeon will generally have fire monsters. Some crossover can be seen with closely related elements, such as stone-golems sitting down in a fire dungeon or an ice-serpent at the bottom of a water dungeon.


            In the wild, monsters will often fight each other to the death to protect their territory and assets. However, curiously, a dungeon's monsters behave differently than wild monsters, in that they will harbor no territorial disputes amongst themselves, even against the most contentious species, as long as they are inside or around the dungeon that is their home.


            Truly, nothing unites a tribe like a common enemy.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ An elven wanderer’s take on dungeons, page two.


    


    


    


    There is a large wall now surrounding the very-big-tree. In one direction, it spans out into the forest a little ways and in the other direction, it goes all the way to the edge of the wild river.


    The wall itself looks a little crude, being made up out of logs and stones and things of that nature, which were simply lying around the forest. The uthra are fairly strong and have little trouble carrying an old log or a big rock, especially when they team up to do it together.


    "It’s too big, I’m telling you," says the gatherer, with blue wings.


    The yellow winged one, the builder, rubs its head. "‘Big’ was the order. So we’re making it big," it explains, shrugging.


    "There isn’t enough dead wood around the area, let alone good stones. We need to start digging down soon, now that the entrance area is done," replies the blue one, looking around at the somewhat haphazard looking, but actually very sturdy construction of a perimeter.


    "Yes, I do agree," says the yellow one. "We’ll have an easier time when we start going down and just digging out tunnels," it states. The entity places its hands on its hips. "We’ll have all the stones that we need then."


    "We’re not going underground," says the red one, flying in from the side with a bushel of berries it has been gathering. "We’re going up. We’re building a tower, if you two didn’t notice."


    The other two look at it and then at Isaiah.


    "A tower?" asks the blue one. "Dungeons go down beneath the ground though," it explains.


    "It’s true," says the yellow one, nodding. "I have never seen a dungeon go above ground for more than one floor for the entrance."


    Isaiah points up towards the sky with a jagged finger. "Up. Very-big-tree."


    The two of them look at each other. "Are you sure?"


    "Up."


    The red uthra points at Isaiah. "It’s some freaky bird-monster, you geniuses. Of course it wants to go up," it snarkily explains. "You think a bird wants to live underground?"


    The blue one lifts a finger. "I don’t think Isaiah is a bird. I think it’s a lovely representation of something angelic."


    "Quite," affirms the yellow one, nodding in agreement.


    The red uthra rolls its eyes. "Stop brown-nosing and get back to work." It points at the walls. "Those shitty walls aren’t going to hold up a tower. Start over and make them right this time."


    "Excuse me? I’ll have you know that these are excellent walls. They’re absurdly stable!" argues the yellow one. "This is prime dungeon crafting right here!" it argues. "Besides, since when are you in charge?"


    Isaiah closes its eyes, trying to think for a moment. There is an argument that it wants to make here, but the words aren’t all there yet. It lifts a taloned finger, pointing at the bottom of the very big tree. "Very-big-tree," it says. "Very strong tree," it adds on, tapping against the wide, thick base of the thing. "Walls must be strong for tree to get big!"


    The other two uthra look at each other and then shrug. "Okay. But we need better materials then," says the blue one. "We need quarried stone, if you want to make an actual tower."


    "Get."


    The blue one rubs its head.


    "You heard the horrible monstrosity," says the red one, leaning in with its hands on its hips. "Go make a quarry."


    "As if it's that easy…"


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~
          
        


        
          	
            (Isaiah) used: [Summoned Worker {1}] x 2

          
        


        
          	
            Cost: {8} SOUL

          
        


        
          	
            SOUL: 04/12
          
        

      
    


    


    Two more workers appear. One has purple wings and the other has pink wings.


    "Good day."


    "Hello!"


    Isaiah points at them and the blue one. "Quarried stones. Get."


    "You got it!" says both the purple and the pink one at the same time, flying off right away. The blue one zooms after them, after a second’s delay.


    "Strong walls. Build."


    "Sure thing," says the yellow one, returning to its work.


    Isaiah points at the red one. "Food. Get."


    "Yeah, yeah," replies the red one, dropping the bushel of berries that it has in its hands into the stockpile.


    Isaiah nods, watching them all get to work. It’s going to be a very productive day today.


    


    


    


    "POOK-POOK-POOK!" chirps Isaiah, sitting up high on its tree.


    Something is moving outside of the walls.


    "Huh? What? Oh," says the red-uthra, flying by to see what the commotion is.


    


    
      
        
          	
            - [Dungeon Breached!] -

          
        


        
          	
            Intruders: 01

          

          	
            Average Level: 01

          
        


        
          	
            Difficulty: Very Easy

          
        

      
    


    


    Something grunts and snorts as it runs around outside of the walls, sniffing the area.


    Isaiah looks down from its perch, staring at the large creature. It has four short legs and a mane of bristles on its muscular back. It continues to grunt and tear up the dirt, as it tries to get into the walls for some reason. The animal sniffs around the area, before entering through the opening for a doorway, which is unsealed because of the reconstruction efforts.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Feral Spineback Boar] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Class: None
          

          	
            Element: None
          
        


        
          	
            Type: Forager
          

          	
            Category: Beast
          
        


        
          	
            Rank: F
          
        


        
          	
            Level: 01
          
        


        
          	
            A dangerous wild hog. Spineback boars bridge the gap between animals and monsters and there is debate to this day about which category they belong to. They have an extremely keen sense of smell and are dangerously strong for such a wide-spread creature.

          
        


        
          	
            HP: 20/20

          

          	
            SOUL: 03/03
          
        

      
    


    


    The boar strides on inside of the four walls, sniffing the ground and looking around. It sees the heap of food that the red-uthra has been collecting and makes a line straight towards it.


    "POOK-POOK-POOK!" cries Isaiah.


    "This is a good learning experience," replies the red creature. "Stop chirping and look," it says. Isaiah watches as the boar begins devouring the stockpile of berries at a terrifying pace. "See, when you’re a dungeon-core, you need materials to build your dungeon, right?" asks the red creature. "Well, it turns out that having a bunch of magic and expensive stuff in one place will attract other things that want them too."


    Isaiah nods. That makes sense. It’s like having a nest, full of eggs. That is when one must be most watchful for snakes and other birds, who would come to steal them. In this sense, the boar has come to steal its nest full of berries.


    "Looks like it’s just a boar, so it’s fine. It’s the humans who you gotta worry about."


    ‘Humans’?


    Isaiah blinks. It knows this word. It has heard it before, felt it before, known it before.


    Ah. There’s a memory. It itself was a human once, right? Somewhere around the time after it had hatched from its egg?


    — Or was that the other way around?


    Either way. It vaguely remembers and it vaguely knows what they are. But that doesn’t help against the boar.


    "- So, you have to defend your dungeon."


    'Defend'?


    Isaiah lifts its arms. "POOK-POOK-POOK!"


    "Will you stop chirping?!" barks the red-uthra. It flies up and lifts Isaiah’s hand, showing it its own taloned fingers. "Look, either you go and kill it, or you get your monsters to do it. But it isn’t going to leave by itself and I can’t keep working while it’s messing everything up."


    ‘Kill’?


    Isaiah blinks.


    It also remembers killing. It had killed a worm once. Now that worm will never see the beautiful spring that has come.


    What an odd thought.


    Oh well.


    Isaiah points at the boar. "Kill."


    The red-uthra rises into the air. "Fine. But we’re not fighters, we’re workers," it says. "You need to get stronger monsters to defend the place soon." It whistles and four heads pop out of various trees and bushes. "Let’s go, people."


    The five uthra fly out of the bushes and zoom straight towards the boar, which is eating its fill of their food. Their bodies shift away from the humanoid shapes, which they have taken, back into the smaller spheres of light as which they had arrived into this world as. They begin to pelt themselves against the boar.


    The feral animal cries out, rearing back and lashing out at them with its tusks.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Feral Spineback Boar) has taken {5} damage from (Uthra)
          
        


        
          	
            HP: 15/20
          
        

      
    


    


    As it lashes out, the blue one, unable to change its arc of flight, flies right through the sharp spines on its back and is cut in half.


    It screams as its legs fly one way and its torso the other and then it is quiet.


    


    
      
        
          	
            Floor one - Monsters Remaining: 04
          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah blinks.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~
          
        


        
          	
            (Isaiah) used: [Minor Heal] on (Uthra {Blue})
          
        


        
          	
            Cost: {4} SOUL

          
        


        
          	
            Failure: Target is dead.

          
        


        
          	
            SOUL: 01/12
          
        

      
    


    


    The remaining four uthra make their next assault, hammering away against its body as if they were stones being violently thrown by a forceful hand.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Feral Spineback Boar) has taken {4} damage from (Uthra)
          
        


        
          	
            HP: 11/20
          
        

      
    


    


    They don’t seem to be able to get away quick enough and the pink one is snatched out of the air by the boar and screams as it is violently crunched between its yellow teeth.


    


    
      
        
          	
            Floor one - Monsters Remaining: 03
          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah winces. This isn’t going well.


    The last three, the red, purple and the yellow ones, make their next assault, not too bothered by the horrific deaths of their comrades.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Feral Spineback Boar) has taken {3} damage from (Uthra)
          
        


        
          	
            HP: 08/20
          
        

      
    


    


    The boar lashes out and misses, all of them managing to avoid its counter-attack and then return for one more hit.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Feral Spineback Boar) has taken {3} damage from (Uthra)
          
        


        
          	
            HP: 05/20
          
        

      
    


    


    They misjudge however and the purple uthra crashes, recoiling from the impact of its attack and it is quickly stomped into a broken, dead mess. The yellow one is impaled on the jagged tusk of the creature and just hangs there, limply.


    The red one flies back up to Isaiah, leaving the fight. "- So, like I said, we’re builders, not fighters," it says, looking over its shoulder, down at the bloodied mess below.


    


    
      
        
          	
            Floor one - Monsters Remaining: 00
          
        


        
          	
            FLOOR ONE - CLEARED
          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah stares and tilts its head.


    This did not go well.


    Can it just resummon the others?


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~
          
        


        
          	
            Failure: Not enough SOUL
          
        


        
          	
            SOUL: 01/12
          
        

      
    


    


    Apparently not. It needs more soul-points. But to get more soul-points, it has to eat the very same berries that the boar is eating.


    There’s only one thing left to do.


    "POOK-POOK-POOK!"


    The boar is not impressed with its chirping and neither is the red-uthra, Red.


    Isaiah frowns. The chirping never works. What the uthra did though, that seemed to be going… decently well. Maybe it could try that?


    It flops down from its tree, using the last soul-point that it has to land on the ground, where it does not like being.


    Lifting its hands, it awkwardly charges towards the animal, that is eating the bodies of the dead uthra. Isaiah lets out a hawkish squawking shriek as it strikes with its talons, digging into the soft side of the intruder.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Feral Spineback Boar) has taken {4} damage from (Isaiah)’s talons!
          
        


        
          	
            [Applied Status: Bleeding 2]
          
        


        
          	
            HP: 01/20
          
        

      
    


    


    The boar stumbles, blood pours out of its surprisingly deep wound. Isaiah’s talons scrape against its bones. It falls over onto its side, trying to get up again to make its counter-attack. But it never manages to rise upright again.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Feral Spineback Boar) has bled out!
          
        


        
          	
            HP: 00/20
          
        

      
    


    


    It dies.


    


    
      
        
          	
            - [Dungeon Breached Concluded!] -

          
        


        
          	
            Killed Intruders: 01

          

          	
            Average Level: 01

          
        


        
          	
            Fled Intruders: 00

          

          	
            Killed Defenders: 04

          
        


        
          	
            Difficulty: Very Easy

          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~
          
        


        
          	
            +10 EXPERIENCE POINTS.
          
        


        
          	
            EXP: 10/10
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            Level Up!
          
        


        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        


        
          	
            You are now a level {2} dungeon-core!

          
        


        
          	
            Level: 2 ↗
          

          	
            Experience: 0/25
          
        


        
          	
            Attribute: Holy

          
        


        
          	
            Soul-Points: 15/15 ↗
          
        


        
          	
            Presence: 0.5 km
          

          	
            Obols: 000
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~
          
        


        
          	
            Please choose an ability from one of the following trees.


            


            

          
        


        
          	
            - [Expansion] -
          
        


        
          	
            Focuses on spreading the roots of your dungeon for as far as you can. The further a dungeon’s reach extends, the more resources you will be able to collect and the larger your dungeon will become.
          
        


        
          	
            
              
                
                  	
                    [Tunneling] : Allows your workers to efficiently dig deep tunnels to collect basic resources, such as higher quality stones and metals in the process.
                  
                

              
            


            


            


            


            

          
        


        
          	
            - [Holy] -
          
        


        
          	
            Focuses on your core attribute and imparting as much of this essence onto your dungeon as possible. Each attribute offers its own benefits and perks.


            
              
                
                  	
                    [Hallowed Ground] : Your dungeon is a sacred place. All friendly monsters will passively regenerate SOUL and receive a +1 DMG boost to all of their physical attacks.
                  
                

              
            


            


            


            


            

          
        


        
          	
            - [Bastion] -
          
        


        
          	
            Focuses on the physical and magical defenses of your dungeon. Allows access to sturdier walls, tricks and traps and mazes and mechanisms, as well as higher level monsters to defend your floors.


            
              
                
                  	
                    [Traps] : Allows your worker minions to develop simple traps and snares in your dungeon, in order to hurt enemies before they can get too deep.
                  
                

              
            


            
        

      
    


    




  Isaiah Concept Artwork
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  Chapter 4: There are many new lessons to be learned by the creature that is Isaiah


    
      
        
          	
            Just like any other living being, dungeons can grow in both age and experience. Adventurers love to enter dungeons to plunder them for their wealth of riches and treasures. Entire cities have been built around the older dungeons of the world, in order to use them as sources of economic prosperity. Such as an endless mine of precious metals could offer.


            However, it is a continual arms race.


            The more that an adventurer enters a dungeon to kill monsters, the stronger they become as a combatant.


            However, the more intruders who fail to survive their incursion into the dungeon, the stronger the dungeon becomes.


            This is where the nomenclature of ‘low level’ and ‘high level’ dungeons arises. A lesser experienced adventurer is obviously better off facing a lesser experienced dungeon, as high level dungeons will field incredibly powerful and deadly monsters and traps in order to keep any nosy outsiders away from its many secrets.


            The rewards for plundering a high level dungeon are, of course, far greater.


            Many have argued that it is in the best interest of civilization to simply let dungeons grow, as if they were fruit trees meant for us to harvest.


            But others, given that dungeons will also exert their magical forces out into the landscape, making them deadly to traverse, have argued that doing so is dangerous for a society as a whole and that wealth can be found elsewhere.


            - Monsters running around in the back-lands are no help for anybody, after all.


            The debates continue to this day. But the fact of the matter is that all of the most important economic hubs in the world, without exception, have an old-world dungeon at their heart from which they continue to draw out boundless prosperity to this day.


            These dungeons are closely watched and guarded day and night, for fear of a ‘dungeon break’, when a dungeon-core sends its monsters out into the world in a rare offensive measure.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ Excerpt from Barnatus Barnacious’ Big Book of Dungeons


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~
          
        


        
          	
            [Hallowed Ground] : Your dungeon is a sacred place. All friendly monsters will passively regenerate SOUL and receive a +1 DMG boost to all of their physical attacks.
          
        

      
    


    


    A taloned finger selects the skill on the window. The glass pane immediately blinks and then fades away in response.


    A moment later, a slight tremor pushes through the soil, shaking everything with a minor quake. Isaiah wobbles, steadying itself, as a ripple moves through the ground, expanding outwards towards the edge of the dungeon’s territory.


    It’s hard to explain, but something seems to shift very suddenly in the atmosphere of the place. A ripple flows outward from Isaiah, like a gust of wind moving out in all directions around itself. The grasses of the forest here, dark green and lush, become brighter and almost a little blue in their hues. The air of the forest, damp and nourishing, becomes cleaner and lighter. A peace comes over the clearing. It is as if the rays of daylight, shining down over the woodland, had suddenly become so intense that they could ward off any terrible feeling or presence, which might wander this way.


    It feels safer now. It feels… sacred.


    Isaiah nods, happy about the skill. This is a good feeling for a nest to have.


    Besides, regenerating soul-points will solve a lot of its problems and the uthra doing an extra point of damage per hit might not feel like a lot, but with multiple creatures spawned at once, each doing two damage per hit, rather than just one damage, it sure seems like it will add up fast.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~
          
        


        
          	
            (Isaiah) used: [Summoned Worker {1}] x 3

          
        


        
          	
            Cost: {12} SOUL

          
        


        
          	
            SOUL: 05/15
          
        

      
    


    


    Three new uthra appear, coming together as spheres of vivid light, before turning into their strange, fairy-like shapes.


    One has green wings, one has black wings and one has white wings.


    The black-winged one nods. "Hey."


    The green one waves. "Good afternoon."


    The white one lifts its hands. "Hallow. Praise be."


    Isaiah blinks. It was expecting the others to come back. These seem to be new ones. It looks over towards Red, who is setting to work on harvesting the boar. Feeling its gaze, the little uthra turns its head. "…What?" Isaiah points at the smears on the ground, that are their former compatriots. "Them?" asks Red. "Sorry, chief. They’re dead."


    Dead?


    Dead-dead?


    Feeling some of its soul-points having been regenerated from its new holy perk, Isaiah lifts its hands


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~
          
        


        
          	
            (Isaiah) used: [Summoned Worker {1}]

          
        


        
          	
            Cost: {04} SOUL

          
        


        
          	
            SOUL: 01/15
          
        

      
    


    


    A new uthra appears next to the other new-comers. It has see-through, crystalline wings. "Enchanted to meet you."


    Oh.


    Isaiah looks at the bodies.


    Now it feels bad.


    Really bad.


    "What did you expect?" asks the red uthra. "I told you. We’re workers, not fighters. Everyone gets one shot at life. That’s it."


    It didn’t really think that they would die and it didn’t really think that they would really stay dead forever. They were summoned with magic, after all. Isaiah frowns and points at the bodies. "Get. Bury." The black one sets to work. "Gather. Quarried stone." The white one flies away. Isaiah points at the remaining two. "Make shelter. Make strong. Make pretty." It points to the river. "Make peaceful place."


    "Will do."


    Isaiah points at the red one.


    "Yeah, yeah," it says, waving Isaiah off before it can say anything. "I’m already working on it. Sheesh."


    Isaiah nods.


    There is much work to do. More threats will come and the tower hasn’t even really been started yet.


    


    


    


    "I’ve established a quarry on the other side of the river," says the white-winged uthra. "Just behind the tree-line there. It’s on the edge of your territory." It drops down a very big rock, smooth and polished, at Isaiah’s harpyish feet. Honestly, Isaiah has no idea how it made this. But the uthra as a species seem capable of accomplishing many different tasks.


    Isaiah nods, pleased. "Good work," it praises, knocking on the square stone. "Strong stone."


    


    
      
        
          	
            New Area
          
        


        
          	
            ~ [Dungeon] ~
          
        


        
          	
            Quarry {Level 1}
          
        


        
          	
            A simple, surface-level quarry. Simple construction materials can be gathered here.
          
        


        
          	
            Level {1} Effect: Allows the collection of quarried stone.

          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            {1} x [Quarried Stone] added to the stockpile!
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Normal)[Quarried Stone]

          
        


        
          	
            A strong, dense, hand-worked stone that is suitable for a stable construction. It is strongly resistant to physical and magical attacks.
          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 15 kg
          

          	
            Value: 006 Obols
          
        

      
    


    


    "Yes, there’s a lot of strong stone on that side of the river, once you get past the top-soil. I think it will last us for a long time."


    Isaiah thinks for a while, and then lifts its hands.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~
          
        


        
          	
            (Isaiah) used: [Summoned Worker {1}]

          
        


        
          	
            Cost: {04} SOUL

          
        


        
          	
            SOUL: 11/15
          
        

      
    


    


    A gray-winged uthra appears next to the white one. "Go help," commands Isaiah.


    


    
      
        
          	
            - [Dungeon] -
          
        


        
          	
            Max workers reached!

          
        


        
          	
            You now have {6} [UTHRA]

          
        


        
          	
            You can currently only summon {6} [UTHRA]

          
        

      
    


    


    "Will do," replies the gray uthra, and the two of them fly off, going to gather more stones.


    Isaiah nods, happy with the progress being made. This is good.


    Something buzzes to its side. "See that?" asks Red. Isaiah turns its head, looking at the creature. "That little window there? That’s your stockpile." Isaiah looks at the window that it had already seen once before. "These are all of your materials. When we collect new stuff, it’ll appear here after a minute."


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Stockpile] ~
          
        


        
          	
            - Perishables -


            
              	Berries 

              
                	Red: 08


                	Blue: 29

              



              	Fish 

              
                	River Salmon: 01

              


            


            
              	Hunting 

              
                	Boar: 56 kg


                	Bones: 8kg

              


            

          
        


        
          	
            - Raw Materials -


            
              	Wood 

              
                	Dead Wood: 06 kg

              


            


            
              	Stones 

              
                	Assorted: 19 kg

              


            


            
              	Quarried Stone
 

              
                	{15kg}: 1

              


            

          
        

      
    


    


    "The bigger this gets, the more stuff we can do. But the more attractive we'll be to attack too," explains Red.


    Isaiah nods. "Thank you," it says, remembering an old phrase from a past life.


    


    


    


    "It’s a little unusual to bury monsters," says the black-winged uthra, Black. "Dungeons are sort of self-composting things, you know?"


    Isaiah looks at it and then shakes its head, returning its gaze to the little headstones that the creature had made. They are before the tower, just opposite of the river, with a good view of the landscape.


    "It is important," says Isaiah, looking at the holy ground all around them. "- Dignity."


    "If you say so, boss," replies Black, dusting its hands.


    


    
      
        
          	
            New Area
          
        


        
          	
            ~ [Dungeon] ~
          
        


        
          	
            Graveyard {Level 1}
          
        


        
          	
            A well kept, but simple, holy graveyard. The bodies of the slain are put to rest here, but their spirits remain in faith.
          
        


        
          	
            Level {1} Effect: Summons {1} [Will o’ the Wisp] for every {4} slain combatants buried here.

          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Will o’ the Wisp] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Class: Monster
          

          	
            Element: NATURE
          
        


        
          	
            Type: Spell-caster - Illusionist
          

          	
            Category: Revenant*
          
        


        
          	
            Rank: F
          
        


        
          	
            Level: 01
          
        


        
          	
            Will o’ the wisps are mysterious spirits known to haunt deep forests and wetlands. They will often lure unsuspecting victims into deadly waters and sinkholes, where they are vulnerable to its magical attacks.

          
        


        
          	
            [Spirit Bolt]: Deals {2} HOLY to a target within 8 meters.

          
        


        
          	
            HP: 14/14

          

          	
            SOUL: ∞/∞
          
        


        
          	
            *Revenants do not pay SOUL to use spells. They are weak to HOLY.

          
        

      
    


    


    The new creature, a loose, flowing flame of white-blue light, rises from the graves and hovers up into the air. It floats there for a time before meandering off, to wander around the grounds outside of the tower.


    "Damn. Didn’t know that would happen," says Black, somewhat surprised. "Good eye, boss."


    In truth, Isaiah didn’t know this would happen either. But it seems like a very useful development. It seems that the further the dungeon, the tower, is developed, the more areas will be created and these areas will allow them access to new monsters, spells, traps and other future advancements.


    Isaiah leaves to continue its work, letting the black-winged uthra stay in its role of tending to the graveyard, which will surely grow a lot in the future.


    


    


    


    The green and the crystalline uthra have been busy as well.


    The green one has been tending to the forest, all around the tower. It has started using its magic to tend to the plants and the trees there, to help them grow healthy and strong, creating natural barriers as well as abundant resources. It has also, at the same time, begun work on a path. It leads away into the forest, for ease of access.


    — A double-edged sword.


    It will allow intruders to reach the tower somewhat easier. But it will also allow for future developments in that direction, as well as making it easier to send scouts out into the world.


    Isaiah nods, pleased and lets Green return to its tasks.


    The will o’ the wisp hovers past them, roaming the forest as a haunting spirit, its glow illuminating the gaps between the trees.


    "I was thinking," says the crystalline uthra, Crystal. Isaiah looks back its way. "Let’s set up a fountain or a well or a hot-spring or something here," it suggests, pointing at the area south of the tower and next to the river.


    Several statues are already in place there and Isaiah can’t help but notice that they look vaguely familiar. They’re long legged, tall standing creatures with two arms and two wings.


    "We’ll play into the whole ‘healing holy place’ vibe," says Crystal, buzzing around Isaiah’s head and then floating before one of the statues. "That will get some heat off of our backs when the humans start to show up," it says, mimicking the praying pose of the construction. "We’ll let them rest up outside of the dungeon, which, sure, is great for them and a bad idea for us," it says. But then it taps its head. "The idea is though, that they’ll wander through the forest, tired and hungry and dirty to get here, right?"


    Isaiah nods.


    The uthra floats up to the top of a statue, sitting in the overturned pot it's pouring out over its head. "Well, then we’ll give them a place to rest and heal up before they enter the dungeon!"


    Isaiah tilts its head, unsure. This seems like an incredibly terrible idea. Why would they want their enemies and predators to be in good health before they plunder their home?


    "I know what you’re thinking," says Crystal. "Why would we do that?" Isaiah nods. "I’ll tell you why!" says the crystal-uthra excitedly. It flies over towards Isaiah and taps just above its eyelid. "Because once they get here to rest and take a break, they’re probably going to end up staying for a few hours. Heck, maybe they’ll even camp the whole night, before entering the dungeon! Humans love their hot-springs," it explains, apparently very excited about this for some reason. "That will let us watch them, study them and adapt to their tactics and capabilities, before they even ever step into the tower!"


    Isaiah thinks for a moment. It’s an interesting suggestion.


    They’ll make a quiet, restful place for their enemies to heal and prepare themselves in, just outside of the tower. This will give them time to closely observe the intruders and to see what their tricks and plans are, before they ever even enter into the dungeon itself. A remarkably sneaky idea.


    Plus, there is something to what the uthra said.


    Humans love their holy places. Isaiah remembers that. If they present themselves as something that isn’t a threat, there is less danger of a real attack-force being sent their way, once they’re discovered. "I’ll need some of the quarried stone though. So the walls will take a little longer."


    Isaiah nods, happy with the idea now, after having thought about it. "Do it."


    Crystal gives Isaiah a thumbs-up and sets to work, starting to dig out the ground.


    


    


    


    It is night time.


    Isaiah sits by the fire-pit, smelling the deeply rich aroma of roasting boar-meat. It smells incredible and the entity can’t wait to eat a real, heavy meal.


    These new uthra, they’re highly productive and have been far more useful already than the old four. It is good that they have been replaced. The red one, despite its attitude, is an exception of sorts here. It has and continues to provide valuable services.


    Isaiah stares at the meat, spinning above the fire, thinking it has learned a valuable lesson about being a dungeon-core.


    Some creatures contribute more to the world and to the progress of the dungeon simply by being dead; by allowing new ones to take their place.


    — That can also include its own monsters and minions.


    It is a harsh lesson. But the rapid improvements the dungeon underwent today are proof of its validity.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Note for occultists]{Will o' the Wisp} ~


            


            Will-o’-the-wisps are cool things and clearly have the best name for any kind of spook out there. Typically, wisps are considered to be embodied as balls of light, in most cases a burning, cool-colored flame. Often, they are mistaken by travelers as a flickering lantern, held by somebody moving around the area. People will follow this light and then end up stuck in swamps and mires and other unfun places. They are commonly known as ‘ghost lights’ in the americas.


             


            Interestingly enough, wisps are spread throughout the world however. There are sightings of them or similar wisp-like entities reported from the places you’d expect, like England and the rest of Europe, all the way to Oceania, China and, as mentioned, the Americas. In some regions, they are even considered friendly entities. On a cuter note, in Japan, these are often referred to as ‘fox fire’ and are said to be produced by the marriage of two kitsune (fox spirits).


             


            If you are familiar with Martin Luther, who was responsible for the christian reformation in Europe in the 16th century, you’ll be interested to know that he wrote about wisps in his book Handwörterbuch des deutschen Aberglaubens. (The handbook of German superstitions)


             


            Assuming we’re going with the western variant, the name itself stems from the germanic word ‘Irrlicht’, which can be translated as something akin to


             


            'irr' = ‘wrong’/’confusing’


             


            and


             


            licht = light.


             


            So you literally have a ‘misleading light’. In German mythology, a wisp is a mischievous spirit that belongs to the realm of natural beings as something akin to fairies. Christian mythology would later take this idea and apply the argumentation that wisps are actually spirits of the unbaptized, leading others to water in order to save them.


             


            The lore doesn’t really describe them as particularly aggressive or dangerous. There aren’t any stories of them attacking people. Instead, they simply seem to misguide those who are willing to follow them through the woods. This could lead to an accidental drowning or to the person getting lost and starving, however in some stories, they also lead their pursuer to a treasure of some sort.


             


            On a fine side note, an alternate name for a Will-o’-the-wisp is a ‘hinkypunk’. No, really.

          
        

      
    

  




  Chapter 5: The tower stands


    
      
        
          	
            Like any other living being, dungeons have one core desire and that is to spread themselves outward.


            There are typically two ways a dungeon will develop as it presses itself out beneath the surface of the world.


            Horizontally: The dungeon will spread itself flat and very wide, just beneath the surface of the world.


            Vertically: In these cases, the dungeon will burrow deeper and deeper in a small area, like a needle being pressed towards the heart of the world.


            There have been no identified reasonings in a dungeon’s approach to growing. They seem to just identify a pattern that is to their own individual liking and then proceed with that in mind, like a school-boy choosing his favorite path home. As for differences, the principle is the same, but many adventurers will attest that vertical dungeons are much more exhausting to delve, because of the many, many staircases.


            Horizontal dungeons can be treacherous in their own way however, as they can quickly become very complicated mazes and labyrinths of rooms and chambers.


            In general, most dungeons only have one, single entrance and exit; the dungeon-gate.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ Chapter one of Laylad’s list of lateral dungeons.


    


    


    


    Isaiah sleeps.


    The night is filled with the songs of croaking frogs, with the babbling of the water of the river and with the working sounds of the uthra. The little creatures, sustaining their life energies off of the ambient magics of the dungeon, don’t seem to need food or sleep themselves. Although they do take occasional breaks to sit on a branch or to chase a firefly across the water.


    As Isaiah sleeps, old connections and memories come back together once again. A familiar feeling returns to itself, pressed into its head in a vague, half wakeful dream-state.


    Isaiah opens its eyes, remembering.


    "I had a nest."


    It sits upright and rubs its face.


    Immediately, the creature drops down from the very big tree, hovering and then flies down a few trees deeper into the forest. As long as it stays inside of the dungeon’s area, which seems to encompass half a kilometer at the moment, flying is basically for free. The used soul-points regenerate at about the same speed at which they’re spent, thanks to the ‘hallowed ground’ perk for the dungeon.


    Isaiah lands and looks up at a familiar tree, in which sits a familiar nest, in which sits a familiar blackbird.


    This is its own old nest, back when it was a bird. Those are its own eggs up there. That is its own mate.


    The blackbird atop the tree stirs, sensing a disturbance on the moonlit forest floor. "POOK-POOK-POOK!" he starts chirping right away, having taken over the sole burden of keeping the nest tended to and the eggs warm. This is a lot of work for one creature, especially since he rarely has time to go and find food.


    "It’s me!" says Isaiah, floating up into the air, towards the branch.


    "POOK-POOK-POOK!" The blackbird doesn’t leave the nest and he snaps, slapping with his wings once towards the encroacher as a warning.


    "Don’t you recognize me?" asks Isaiah.


    Apparently not, given the flapping and the protests of the frantic bird.


    Isaiah frowns, seeing that the blackbird it had paired with to make the eggs in that nest simply doesn’t recognize the entity that it itself has become.


    ‘It’.


    Isaiah flies back down to the ground. If the blackbird is spooked too much, he might knock some of the eggs or even the whole nest down. It’s sad, but it shouldn’t try to force the issue. Isaiah remembers, back when it was a human, it was a male. When it was a bird, it was a female. Now that it is Isaiah, it is… Hmm…


    - The creature lowers its gaze and stares at itself. But it doesn’t really find a specific answer to its question.


    This body is strange in many ways. It has not seen anything like itself anywhere, apart from the statues that the uthra have made, which are depictions of itself.


    "Should I hunt it?" asks a familiar voice. Red.


    "No," says Isaiah, looking at the uthra. It points up at the blackbird. "That is mine."


    "Uh… okay?" replies Red, shrugging. "Not sure what you want with a bird, but you’re the boss."


    Isaiah points down at the ground. "Bring him food. Every day."


    Red blinks. "'Him'? The bird?"


    "Yes."


    Red shrugs. "Sure. Whatever. You want a tower? We’ll make a tower. You want me to feed a wild bird? I’ll feed a wild bird. It’s your life."


    Isaiah nods. "Thank you."


    Isaiah flies away, back to the tower, sparing a glance over its shoulder for the agitated, hungry looking blackbird, still chirping at the intruders in the night.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            New Area

          
        


        
          	
            ~ [Dungeon] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Floor {01}

          
        


        
          	
            The first floor of the tower dungeon. It is currently empty
          
        


        
          	
            Capacity
          
        


        
          	
            Monster-points: 04
          

          	
            Trap: 01
          
        


        
          	
            Monster-point prices per monster

          
        


        
          	
            F-Rank: 01
          

          	
            E-Rank: 02
          
        


        
          	
            D-Rank: 04
          

          	
            C-Rank: 08
          
        


        
          	
            B-Rank: 16
          

          	
            A-Rank: 32
          
        


        
          	
            S-Rank: 64
          

          	
            SS-Rank: 128
          
        


        
          	
            SSS-Rank: 256
          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah nods, pleased. The very bottom ground floor of the tower, previously made up out of logs and stones, has now been entirely remade out of an ornate construction of well-placed and leveled quarried stones. Each single piece of the brickwork is as large as it itself is.


    "So, what we’ll do is this," says the builder uthra, the one with crystalline wings, Crystal. "We’ll have the dungeon-gate here, visible from the hot-spring, yeah?" Isaiah nods. The uthra grabs Isaiah's hand and pulls it inside of the new room. The first room. The lowest room of the tower is wide and circular and currently, very empty. The only feature is an archway in the back with a staircase behind itself, leading up to the next floor. "Then, here in the back of the room, there’s the staircase," it explains. Crystal points around the room. "The idea is that they gotta kill everything in here, before they can get up the stairs to the next floor."


    Isaiah nods.


    "But we’ll need some dungeon-magic for that."


    "Dungeon-magic?" asks Isaiah.


    Crystal nods. "May I?" It grabs Isaiah’s taloned hand and lifts it up to touch the archway, by the front of the room. This is the dungeon-gate, which is, essentially, the front-door to the tower.


    A blue light shines out and Isaiah feels its magic draining from its body. The doorway quickly fills up, as if a rising tide were inside of itself. A thick, glowing, blue fog fills the archway.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Dungeon] ~
          
        


        
          	
            [Dungeon-core Sealed]
          
        


        
          	
            The dungeon has been activated.
          
        


        
          	
            Your territory has been increased by {0.5} km (1 km total)
          
        


        
          	
            Synchronous mass-incursions are now available once activated.
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Stockpile] ~
          
        


        
          	
            - Perishables -


            
              	Berries 

              
                	Red: 46


                	Blue: 63

              



              	Fish 

              
                	River Salmon: 01

              


            


            
              	Hunting 

              
                	Boar: 54 kg


                	Bones: 8kg

              


            

          
        


        
          	
            - Raw Materials -


            
              	Wood 

              
                	Dead Wood: 03 kg

              


            


            
              	Stones 

              
                	Assorted: 12 kg

              


            


            
              	Quarried Stone 

              
                	{15kg}: 98

              


            

          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Dungeon] ~
          
        


        
          	
            You now have access to [Treasure Chests]!
          
        

      
    


    


    In the back of the room, by the staircase, a red fog rises up to block it off from sight.


    "Great! We’re open for business now," says the uthra.


    "We were not open before?" asks Isaiah.


    The uthra shakes its head, lifting a finger. "That wasn’t really us having a dungeon, that was us having a stone heap in the woods," it explains. "Now we’re officially a dungeon and that comes with perks!" It points to the ‘treasure chest’ window. "Dungeons don’t just have monsters outside of them, they have monsters inside of them too! But also - treasure!"


    "…Why?" asks Isaiah. Placing more treasure inside of the dungeon seems like a terrible idea? Won’t that just attract even more threats?


    The uthra taps its head. "Bait."


    "Bait?"


    "Sure! I bet you’re thinking, why the heck would I do that?" it asks, seemingly reading Isaiah’s mind again. "Well! I’ll tell you!" The fairy-like entity gestures to the room. "So they can die here," it gleefully explains. "‘They’ being whoever tries to attack us." The uthra nods, crossing its arms, clearly pleased. "The more people and threats we beat, the stronger we get. So there’s an upside to luring in the greedy. They’re often unprepared types, you know?"


    Isaiah thinks for a moment. The crystalline uthra is really good at this back-end dungeon stuff. It seems to really know what it’s doing and the sentiment does make a little sense.


    The boar attack was a problem, but in the end, it was a boon. It dying here had only helped their situation. Although, in hindsight, Isaiah realizes that the mistake wasn’t with the now-dead uthra, the mistakes were its own, for giving poor orders.


    It must be more careful with its commands in the future.


    Anyway, perhaps there is merit to luring in weak and low-level threats with the promise of material rewards? That will allow them to grow.


    "Okay," affirms Isaiah. "Make some treasure-chests," it orders. "What about monsters?"


    "Monsters?" asks the uthra. "Well, that’s up to you. I just build stuff." It points at the empty room. "We can also design this room to look however you want. I suggest making it ‘fit’ with the monsters. Gotta stay coherent with the design." It thinks for a moment. "We can’t do traps until you take the ability though. Rules are rules."


    Isaiah thinks for a moment, closing its eyes to better sort through its jumbled memories of a human-life, now long past.


    They are making a holy-themed dungeon, so something low-level, but fitting to that theme is needed to guard this floor.


    Small angelic monsters? Something akin to cherubs, perhaps? It could summon four of those.


    There will also be the hot-spring outside. So something wholesome and related to water could work too. They could make this first floor a sort of ‘wading pool’ with some water enemies? It could play into the symbology of entering the place clean. Some large, singular spirit of some sort?


    Or they could continue the trend that the will o’ wisp has set, with undead type monsters. Undead don’t need to be ghastly and grisly, after all. They could be something like ghostly priests, perhaps. Or maybe a crew of skeletons?


    Or maybe even something more traditional? Four slimes, made up out of holy-water?


    Hmm…

  




  Chapter 6: The goal is to reach the gods and to make them listen


    
      
        
          	
            "Dungeons might be perceived as a threat by some. But I view ‘em as something like a bee-hive. Sure, bees can be threats. But the likelihood of them being one on their own is pretty slim. They just kind of mind their own lives, you know?


            Now, when you go poking around in their business, looking for honey, that’s when they get ya.


            So I can’t say that I have much sympathy, honestly. I wouldn’t go poking around the den of some slime-mother and then complain to the city council that I got my hands burned. It just doesn’t make any sense.


            It would be my fault for being there in the first place, wouldn’t it?


            But you know what people are like these days."

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ Interview with a retired adventurer, after the reports of a recent party wipe in the southern witch-cap dungeon.


    


    


    


    Isaiah sits atop the ‘tower’, which is essentially just one single cylindrical room at the moment. So, it isn’t really a tower just yet. But it’s getting there. It just needs some time and some elbow grease.


    The creature has, after another night of sleep, had more time to think about its life and also about its lives in general. It didn’t mind being a human. That was kind of fun. It also didn’t mind being a bird. That was really fun.


    — Actually, it really, really liked being a bird.


    It turns its head, looking over towards the distant nest, in which it isn’t welcome. Its own eggs and its own partner all sit there, just within reach. But none of them are available to it in this life, in this body.


    So…


    What does it want? The entity that is Isaiah; for what purpose is it here? This new body has urges to build, to protect, to stay safe. But from what? And what is it protecting? The only thing worth protecting is the nest. But the male blackbird doesn’t want anything to do with it. So Isaiah will just have to find a way to return back to its body as a blackbird. It’s the only reasonable thing to do, right?


    — And who could have the power to make this happen?


    Isaiah just so happens to have the answer to that question. It closes its hands together, holding them against its head and it prays.


    In its feverish dreams last night, it had remembered often praying to the gods back in its human life. Gods are powerful things. Only a god could have the power to return it back to its old body. So it will have to find a way to reach the gods, to ask them to return it into its old bird life. It would very much like to be there for when its eggs hatch and it can only imagine how sad and frightened its partner must be. He probably thinks that his partner died. Blackbirds mate for life in most cases, after all.


    Isaiah opens its eyes, looking up towards the sky.


    The gods do not answer its prayer.


    It frowns, waiting for a moment longer. But nothing happens.


    Why not?


    Isaiah tilts its head, looking curiously at the clouds passing them by.


    Maybe the clouds are ‘blocking’ its prayers? Like how a tree will stop the wind? That makes sense, right? But it brings an obvious problem into scope. It will have to get past the clouds.


    The creature flaps its wings and then lifts off into the air, flying straight upwards as high as it can. It flies for a few minutes. The tower becomes smaller and smaller, the forest becomes smaller and smaller as it rises into the heights.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~
          
        


        
          	
            [Edge of Dungeon Territory reached: {1} km]

          
        


        
          	
            You are unable to leave this area!
          
        


        
          	
            Attempting to do so will result in your death.
          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah frowns. This is a problem. The clouds are still much, much, much higher up. It needs to go noticeably higher up then this, if it wants its prayers to reach the gods.


    Damn.


    It looks around the area, scanning the environment.


    It has missed flying, it notices rather abruptly. Isaiah hasn’t really flown since it was a bird.


    Wow.


    It’s so high up and the air feels so clean and light. There is so much to see! This is fun! The strange being lets a smile come to its face, finding one after all, as it examines the world.


    To the west is a place where humans live. It recalls seeing them as a blackbird and it sees their city now. It is gigantic and grand and ornate and, still fairly far away. But it is simply such a monumental collection of constructions that, even at this distance, it is impossible to not notice. Smaller houses line the world from there all the way to the edge of this very forest.


    To the north is a hilly region. It looks rocky and very rich in natural features. The river runs from up there, heading down into the forest and then past the tower. The original source of the water must be much further in the north.


    To the east is more forest woodland. It is the deep-forest. Blackbirds don’t fly there. In the deep-forest, there are mean, scary things that catch and eat blackbirds. Isaiah narrows its eyes.


    Finally, to the south, is the ocean, vast and blue. It’s a beautiful sight and Isaiah would very much like to go to it, feeling a strange urge all of a sudden. But it is certainly further away than one kilometer. So that will have to wait.


    The entity sighs, flying back down to the ground.


    There’s only one thing to do.


    They’ll just have to build the tower much, much higher. It will have to go high enough so that it itself can fly past the clouds, at the very least. Thankfully, the industrious, little uthra are busy at work. The second floor of the tower is already being laid out.


    


    


    


    "Ta-da!" says Crystal.


    Isaiah lets out a pleased gasp as it looks around the hot-spring. The crystalline-uthra has done a fantastic job. The ground is full of a pit of water, lined with well laid, large rocks. Angelic statues sit at the head of the pool, holding overturned pots over their heads, out of which strong trickles flow, obscuring their visages.


    From the main path to the dungeon-gate, a small, well-laid route leads to here. Posts stick in the ground, adorned with chimes and talismans and a strong, stone wall surrounds the area, made out of the same bricks as the tower. It gives the area a very nice, secluded sense of safety from the forest.


    But there’s one problem with the hot-spring.


    "Cold," says Isaiah, looking down at its reflection in the water. It touches the surface, watching a ripple move outward.


    Crystal flies down. "Nothing that some dungeon-magic can’t fix!" It taps Isaiah’s hand. "Just do it like last time."


    Isaiah stares for a moment, thinking. But then, the entity obliges, sending out some magic from its body, out through its finger. It’s a strange feeling, like someone was pulling a string, tied to its hip-bones, out through its core and all the way up to the tip of its talon.


    


    
      
        
          	
            New Area
          
        


        
          	
            ~ [Dungeon] ~
          
        


        
          	
            Hot-Spring {Level 1}
          
        


        
          	
            A simple, safe and secluded hot-spring. Adventurers and wanderers may find safety and restful peace here.
          
        


        
          	
            Level {1} Effect: While resting in the water, slowly restores all drained HEALTH, STAMINA and SOUL.

          
        


        
          	
            THIS IS A SAFE ZONE. NO HOSTILE DUNGEON-ENTITIES ARE ALLOWED INSIDE OF THE HOT-SPRINGS AREA.

          
        

      
    


    


    "Nice!" says Crystal.


    The water starts steaming, a dense cloud of vapors forms almost immediately. "This is going to be great!" it says, lowering itself down and resting its legs in the water. "- For the dungeon, of course!" Crystal adds on.


    Isaiah rolls its eyes, remembering that this is a thing that people do. But it turns back to the water, lowering its hand down into it. It is hot and pleasant and honestly, it does actually feel very nice.


    This is good.


    The humans, if they ever make their way here, will be placated by this place for a time, which will allow them to prepare the tower's defenses properly. Plus, by spying on the intruders, they’ll learn a lot of their adventuring secrets, which will provide invaluable information for their future developments.


    "Thinking about peeping, eh?" asks the uthra. Isaiah blinks. "Don’t worry, I can’t read your mind. Or can I? Haha!" The uthra flies up into the air, shaking its wet legs off. "See that statue up there?" it asks, pointing at one of many small decorations; an unassuming, small, statue of an angel, looking out over the water. "Just close your eyes and think really hard about it, okay?"


    The uthra has never led Isaiah astray so far, so it obliges.


    


    


    


    An instant later, its vision shifts and it finds itself watching itself from above, from the eyes of the statue. Crystal flies up. "Not bad, right?" it asks. "Now just think about your body and you’ll zap back."


    Isaiah looks at its strange, soft, oddly fleshy body with large wings from above and then does so, returning back into itself.


    


    


    


    "These dungeon-eyes are pretty pricey, magic-wise, but we can put a few of them up in the different floors of the tower or in the forest," it suggests. "That way you can peep around the area now and then."


    "Good work," praises Isaiah, looking around at the hot-spring. "This is good."


    "Right?" it asks. "I’ll get back and help with the next floor no -"


    


    
      
        
          	
            - [Territory Breached!] -

          
        


        
          	
            Intruders: 01

          

          	
            Average Level: 13

          
        


        
          	
            Difficulty: Deadly

          
        

      
    


    




  Chapter 7: The tower rises to floor two


    
      
        
          	
            *He points at me*


            "I remember the first time I went down into a dungeon, wide-eyed and excited. I held my sword in my hands, together with my dreams and hopes for the man I was going to become.


            - Just like my sword, they were also way too big for my hands back then."


            *He holds his hands out in front of himself, squeezing his fingers.*


            "The dungeon sent me packing and I’ll never forget the sight of a horde of slimes chasing after me, as I barreled my way back towards the dungeon-gate. At the time, it was the most frightened I’d ever been. But after thirty years of the work, let me tell you, there were plenty more opportunities than that.


            I think I talked to a dungeon-core once, you know? Yes, really."


            *He gestures excitedly, waving for me to sit down*


            (Note: I had not moved from my seat.)


            "I was just camping on floor twenty of the western crawler-cave and this… 'person' just comes out of the darkness. I thought it was just some other adventurer who got into my session in the dungeon somehow. We talked about a lot of things, mostly the dungeon. They asked me what I thought about the earlier floors and traps and such, you know?


            It was a nice chat. It’s always good to talk to someone from the trade."


            *He stares up towards the ceiling of the room*


            "Well, they left and then later on, when I came back the next time, the floors had changed and shifted. The traps were different, the monsters had been moved around or even replaced and sure enough, I couldn’t help but notice how much some of the new details lined up with that conversation that I had."


            *The man shakes his head.*


            "Pretty sure I got a few groups of people killed because of that."

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ Excerpt of a documented interview with SSS-Rank adventurer Salin Divarious, on the topic of his biggest mistakes as a young adventurer.


    


    


    


    Isaiah sits at the top of the very-big-tree, having identified a critical problem.


    With the tower growing in size, the second floor almost being complete, the very-big tree is slowly, but surely, losing its significance as the most important feature of the landscape.


    The creature looks around itself, coming up with an idea. "Green," it calls.


    The green-uthra flies over. "What’s up?"


    Isaiah points at the very-big-tree below itself. "Put the tree on top of the tower."


    "Uh…"


    Isaiah points at the tower. "Very-big-tree goes on top of the very-big-tower!"


    The green uthra shrugs. "Sure. I’ll uh, I’ll get some dirt and stuff ready on the new platform." It looks over its shoulder. "Should we uh… hmm…" It points at the person, the intruder, stumbling around outside of the tower. It looks like a human, but it has sharp ears and white hair and dark, bluish-gray skin; a dark-elf. "- Should we do something about that?"


    Isaiah watches the stranger, who still hasn’t really caused a problem yet. She’s stumbling around by herself, just kind of laughing and taking a drink from her bottle every now and then, before spending another few minutes talking to the trees.


    Isaiah shakes its head. "Build."


    "You got it," replies the uthra, flying away.


    Isaiah meanwhile, continues to watch the intruder, who is clearly in a delirious state of sorts.


    She takes another swig of her bottle and stumbles around, leaning against a tree. Turning towards it, blowing a strand of white hair out of her face, the woman nudges the tree with her elbow. "- You know what I’m saying, right?" she asks.


    The tree does not respond.


    The dark-elf stumbles back, pointing at the tree and howling, as if it had replied with the funniest thing imaginable.


    She gracelessly falls over and flops down onto her back, staring up towards the sky for a moment and then starts wildly laughing again. Isaiah lifts its gaze towards the blue sky, trying to see what’s so funny. But there’s nothing there to see except for some perfectly normal clouds. They aren’t even shaped like anything funny or weird.


    It lowers its gaze back down towards the stranger.


    Drool leaks out of her mouth as she snores, having fallen asleep right then and there. The bottle, clenched in her hands, rolls away from her, spilling some of its sour smelling contents out over the ground.


    "Hey, chief," says Red. "Should I kill it?" it asks. "We can always use more meat for the stockpile." It nudges Isaiah. "This is your chance. It doesn’t look like an adventurer, but humans and elves and stuff are worth a lot of experience-points," explains Red. "Way more than a boar. Killing it would really help give us a fast boost."


    Isaiah thinks for a moment, looking at the figure that is laying there, asleep. The dark-elf immediately sits upright with a sudden jolt, laughing very loudly at nothing at all, before immediately falling back down to the grass, her face landing down into the puddle of her collecting spit.


    "No." Isaiah points at the tower. "Only if it intrudes," explains the creature. "We’re not evil."


    "I mean, it’s kind of relative, no?" asks the uthra. "This is hallowed ground and it's making a mess all over it. So…"


    Isaiah shrugs. "Not until it intrudes."


    The uthra sighs. "Okay, you’re the boss," it says. "Just don’t get me killed like those other schmucks."


    "I will try," says Isaiah, getting up from its perch. There’s no need to be on the lookout. Whatever that dark-elf is doing here, she doesn’t seem to be a threat, yet. She’s clearly inebriated. Isaiah can smell the sour water all the way over here. It remembers alcohol, but this smells different and less acrid.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            New Area

          
        


        
          	
            ~ [Dungeon] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Floor {02}

          
        


        
          	
            The second floor of the tower dungeon. It is currently empty
          
        


        
          	
            Capacity: {6} Monster-Points
          

          	
            Traps: 01
          
        


        
          	
            Monster-Point prices per monster
          
        


        
          	
            F-Rank: 01
          

          	
            E-Rank: 02
          
        


        
          	
            D-Rank: 04
          

          	
            C-Rank: 08
          
        


        
          	
            B-Rank: 16
          

          	
            A-Rank: 32
          
        


        
          	
            S-Rank: 64
          

          	
            SS-Rank: 128
          
        


        
          	
            SSS-Rank: 256
          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah nods, pleased. The second floor of the tower is complete. They’re making progress. "And floor one?" it asks.


    "Set up just like you wanted," replies Crystal. It grabs Isaiah’s hand and pulls it along to the staircase, down to floor one.


    The cylindrical room has been set up so that the entrance is on a small stone platform. When one comes inside, they have to walk down a small staircase to enter a wading pool of water.


    Statues line the room, akin to the ones out by the hot-spring, and fill the space with a constant flow of fresh water from the river outside.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Dungeon] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Floor {1}
          
        


        
          	
            The Wading Pool

          
        


        
          	
            Sin and impurity are not welcome in the holy tower. All who enter must wash their feet and their spirits in the blessed water.
          
        


        
          	
            Room Effects:


            
              	Removes all negative status effects



              	-15% Movement speed


            

          
        

      
    


    


    In the center of the room is a fountain, adorned with a cluster of ornately hewn, stone figures. Three gargoyles, adapted to fit in with the holy spectrum. One holds a stone sword and shield, one holds a stone staff and one holds a stone bow.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Gargoyle] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Class: Monster
          

          	
            Element: STONE
          
        


        
          	
            Type: Adaptable
          

          	
            Category: Golem*
          
        


        
          	
            Rank: F
          
        


        
          	
            Level: 01
          
        


        
          	
            Gargoyles are very adaptable, intricately crafted golems that are able to fill multiple roles, depending on how they were constructed. They remain inactive until a fight is triggered, at which point they will animate.

          
        


        
          	
            HP: 18/18

          

          	
            SOUL: 10/10
          
        


        
          	
            *Golems are highly resistant to all non-impact damage and magic (+75% DEF)

          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Gargoyle Swordsman] [Gargoyle Priestess] [Gargoyle Archer]
          
        

      
    


    


    "Good work," says Isaiah, looking around the room for the fourth monster.


    The wading pool spans the entire breadth of the first floor and beneath the ankle-high, shallow waters are ornately carved and intricate patterns in the white, stone tiling. A bright light, coming through the large windows, casts a refractive shimmering pattern across its surface.


    - There, on the far side of the room, is a disturbance, as something moves just beneath the surface of the water. The hidden element to the first room.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [{Holy-water} Slime] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Class: Monster
          

          	
            Element: NATURE/HOLY
          
        


        
          	
            Type: Ambusher
          

          	
            Category: Generalist
          
        


        
          	
            Rank: F
          
        


        
          	
            Level: 01
          
        


        
          	
            Slimes are a classic staple monster. Made up entirely out of acidic goo, they only exist to eat and to grow larger. Confusingly, they are known amongst adventurers for their bubbly and bright personalities, despite their horrific mannerisms.


            Slimes can adapt to any environment with enough of anything akin to a fluid, ranging from swamplands, to oceans, to magma-pits.


            They have low health-points, but are exceptionally deadly.

          
        


        
          	
            HP: 08/08

          

          	
            SOUL: 02/02
          
        


        
          	
            *Holy-Water: Negates all DARK type damage and status-effects.

          
        

      
    


    


    "Excuse me!" calls a voice, suddenly, from across the room.


    Isaiah grabs the uthra, the two of them quickly hiding behind the gargoyles. The dark-elf has come inside the tower. She’s stumbling around by the door, swaying on her legs as if she were at sea. "Is there a washroom anywhere around h-"


    She steps down the small staircase, missing the step and she tumbles down, landing face first into the water.


    - Nothing happens.


    Isaiah and Crystal just kind of watch as she lays there, bubbles leaving the area around her head. She remains face-down in the water. The slime seems to notice her presence and slowly begins making its way towards her.


    


    
      
        
          	
            The Wading Pool
          
        


        
          	
            [Status Removed]: [Major Intoxication]
          
        

      
    


    


    "Should we, uh… should we do something?" asks Crystal.


    Isaiah does recall setting a line with anyone entering the tower and that line has certainly been crossed.


    It stares at the pathetic thing, laying there, drowning itself. She can hardly be called a threat though. This is actually kind of sad. "Take it outside," says Isaiah, shaking its head. "Before it pees in the water."


    "You sure?"


    Isaiah heads to the staircase, going up to inspect the second floor. "Yes."


    "Okay. But this isn’t normal dungeon protocol."


    "Towers aren’t normal dungeons," replies Isaiah, going up the staircase.


    


    


    


    The very-big-tree is now on top of the second floor of the tower.


    "So, it was kind of a pain in the butt," says Green, pointing around the area. The top of the tower is covered in soil and replanted grass. The very-big-tree sits firmly on top of a small ‘hill’. "But we’ve set it up so that we can just lift this platform up every time we add a new floor," it explains. "That way we don’t have to replant the whole thing each time."


    "Good work," says Isaiah. It is now very high up. This is good. This is pleasing. It lifts its gaze. The sky is still very far away. But it’s closer now than it was before. "Please continue."


    "Will do," replies Green.


    Something lets out a panicked shout from down below. Isaiah sighs, watching as the dark-elf, having woken up and vanished into the forest, now runs away in terror, as the low level will o’ the wisp chases her through the woods, casting magical bolts everywhere in an attempt to kill her.


    "…Are you sure that this is fine?" asks Green.


    The two of them watch as the woman screams, flailing, as she stuporously runs several laps around the tower like a drunk, until eventually ducking into the hot-springs area to hide.


    Isaiah shrugs. "Build."


    "You got it," it says, flying away to return to its work.


    Isaiah sits there for a moment, staring around at the landscape, now that things are quiet again.


    The entity closes its eyes, gazing through the eyes of the statue, inside of the hot-springs.


    


    


    


    The dark-elf is there, face down and floating in the water of the bath, in which she seems to have fallen into while running. She doesn’t seem to be swimming or awake. She’s just kind of floating there, face down and drowning, apparently.


    


    


    


    Isaiah opens its eyes and sighs. "Red!" it calls.


    Sure, as a dungeon-core it’s obligated to defend itself. But you can’t really defend yourself against something that isn’t a threat. The dark-elf is a nuisance at best and the part of Isaiah that it had held true, back when it was a human, is still a driving force in its life and current decision-making. There’s no need for senseless bloodshed.


    It orders Red to drag the dark-elf out of the water before she drowns and to hang her over a branch somewhere in the forest to dry out, both proverbially and literally.

  




  Chapter 8: The tower becomes larger, as does the desire of the world to steal our pretty rocks


    
      
        
          	
            A dungeon-core is a mass of condensed magical energies that has come to life. In a sense, they’re similar to fairies in this regard.


            However, while fairies are birthed of the ambient magics of a location or along the leylines of the world, dungeon-cores seem to have much more specific birthing conditions; these have never been observed or documented.


            Dungeon-cores, in the rare circumstances in which they have been seen or even communicated with, have done little to reveal their secrets and why would they?


            After all, they live their life on the defensive, always fortifying and upgrading their lairs, their dungeons, for the next wave of intruders to come. It would give them very little benefit to reveal any of their secrets.


            It is a great tragedy for us as scholars. However, it also offers a great opportunity as researchers, as there is so much left for us to discover about dungeons, their mannerisms and their history.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~Introduction into dungeon scholarship, edition one, chapter one - Written by red-professor Hazel Hailstone of the central-academy for magical sciences


    


    


    


    "Pook!"


    "No! You don’t understand!" says Isaiah.


    "Pook-pook-pook!" chirps the blackbird, flapping his wings.


    Isaiah backs off from the nest, sighing as it leaves. It has tried again, but the communication barrier simply isn’t able to be crossed under these circumstances. The entity looks down at the nest it is flying next to, checking to make sure that all of the eggs are still there.


    They are.


    Frowning, it returns back to the tower.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Stockpile] ~
          
        


        
          	
            - Perishables -


            
              	Berries 

              
                	Red: 99


                	Blue: 99


                	Rotten Fruit: 2 kg

              



              	Fish 

              
                	River Salmon: 02

              


            


            
              	Hunting 

              
                	Boar: 02 kg


                	Bones: 08 kg


                	Spoiled Meat: 47 kg

              


            

          
        


        
          	
            - Raw Materials -


            
              	Wood 

              
                	Dead Wood: 06 kg

              


            


            
              	Stones 

              
                	Assorted: 19 kg

              


            


            
              	Quarried Stone 

              
                	{15kg}: 278


                	{30kg}: 09

              


            


            
              	Ore 

              
                	Impure Iron Ore {5kg}: 21

              


            

          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah holds its nose shut, or at least tries to, as it looks down at the pile of stinking meat and berries. It doesn’t actually have a nose.


    "Not bad, right?" asks Red. "Stinks like hell, but we sure do have a lot of it." It shrugs, seeing Isaiah’s confused look. "It’s mostly the boar meat and a bunch of old berries. It went sour," explains the entity. "We don’t really have proper food storage, you know?"


    Isaiah blinks, lifting one hand to point at the meat, while still holding its ‘nose’ closed with the other. "Why didn’t you dry the meat?" it asks.


    "What? Dry it?" asks Red "Because you didn’t tell me to do it. You told me to collect berries."


    Isaiah rolls its eyes. "Take self-initiative."


    "Then I feel like I should have attacked that dark-elf," it explains. "Bet you would have complained about that too though, huh?"


    Isaiah points a talon into the creature’s chest. "Take reasonable self-initiative."


    "Sure," replies the uthra. "So I guess I should stop collecting berries?" it asks. "You’re the only one who eats here right now anyways, well, except the slime and that bird."


    Isaiah sighs, looking around for an idea. It would be a shame to just let a whole boar’s worth of meat go to waste.


    "Black."


    "Yeah?" asks the black-winged uthra, flying up from the graveyard.


    "Do you need bad meat?"


    "Uh… gross," it looks at the pile of rotting boar meat. "No, the graveyard can’t do anything with that. But I have an idea?" it suggests. Isaiah nods. "Why don’t we use it to fertilize the dirt for a garden and use some of it to bait fish in the river?" it asks. "We can pull in some plant and water monsters for the outside area that way." It rubs its chin, thinking about the plan for a moment.


    Isaiah nods, pleased, looking at Red. "See? Self-initiative." Red rolls its eyes, waving Isaiah off. "Go. Do."


    The black-winged uthra nods and it and Red fly off, seeding the land and the river with old meat.


    


    


    


    "The gods must be pleased with our work. We are unable to tunnel, but we have located some metal on the surface of the quarry nonetheless," explains the white-winged uthra, holding out a chunk of dirty, dark-gray metal to Isaiah. "Iron. Impure. But it can be worked well."


    Isaiah looks at the lump of metal, nodding. This is good. Stones are important for the tower, perhaps they are the most important thing, in fact. But metal will be needed for all sorts of things like traps and golems, or even just equipment for simpler monsters like skeletons.


    "I suggest that we begin developing a forge," says White.


    The gray-uthra raises its hand. "I’d like to do that," it says. "I like metal-work."


    Isaiah thinks for a second. Gray is currently helping White in the quarry. If it does something else, their stone collection will slow by half. But, on the other hand, they already have a lot of stones in their stockpile.


    Isaiah looks towards the right, at the pile of large, squarely hewn stones. The stack itself is nearly the size of the tower.


    "Okay." It thinks for a moment, trying to recall all of the words it wants to use. "Melt iron. Fortify the bottom of the tower," it explains, before pointing down at the small plot of land. "Then make a fence for the graveyard."


    "The graveyard? Sure, will do," says the uthra. "Where should we set up the forge?"


    Isaiah points at the tower. "Floor three, when it is done."


    "Will do," replies Gray, looking over to the side as Green and Crystal continue building the tower.


    


    


    


    Isaiah sits on top of the tower, on top of the very-big-tree, looking out over the landscape. The platform, which its garden-roost is located on, slowly rises upwards, as the uthra continue to build the tower up higher.


    It is evening, and the sun sets across the world, falling down to rest in some far off, distant place.


    Currently, the tower is using a series of interlocking stone mechanisms to lift the upper platform. But once the metal production is underway, the system is going to be adapted to a series of vertical rails.


    


    
      
        
          	
            - [Territory Breached!] -

          
        


        
          	
            Intruders: 09

          

          	
            Average Level: 03

          
        


        
          	
            Difficulty: Challenging

          
        

      
    


    


    The entity blinks, staring at the screen and then around the forest. Nine intruders?!


    It's quite for a while and then, the forest lights up as the will o’ the wisp, having been at the right place at the right time, sets to work.


    


    
      
        
          	
            - [Incursion {1}] -

          
        


        
          	
            Exterior
          
        


        
          	
            Intruders Remaining: 08

          
        

      
    


    


    Strange snarls and voices come out from the forest and several glows illuminate the growing darkness behind the wall of trees. The wisp seems to have killed one of them right away. It must have been a surprise attack.


    


    
      
        
          	
            - [Incursion {1}] -

          
        


        
          	
            Exterior
          
        


        
          	
            Defenders Remaining: 00

          
        

      
    


    


    The will o’ the wisp appears to have died, taking one intruder with it. That just leaves the six uthra and Isaiah alive outside, but… it doesn’t want to use the uthra again.


    "Should we step in?" asks Red. "We do two damage per hit now, so it might be better than with that boar."


    Isaiah thinks for a moment, but still decides against it. "No. Let them enter," it says. There are still the gargoyles and the slime inside of the lowest floor. It’s perhaps time that they get put to the test. "Continue your work."


    "Sure. Whatever," replies Red, flying off again. "I guess it's not my problem if you die."


    Isaiah looks down towards the clearing as several creatures make their way down the road. They look much smaller than the dark-elf from the day before. They have pointy ears too, but they’re green and have somewhat sharper features.


    - Goblins.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Goblin] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Class: Multidisciplinary (Scout/Caster)
          

          	
            Element: None
          
        


        
          	
            Type: Survivalist
          

          	
            Category: Hominid
          
        


        
          	
            Rank: F
          
        


        
          	
            Level: 03
          
        


        
          	
            Goblins are small, elf-like creatures that tend to have far cruder mannerisms. It is rare to a see a goblin alone. They survive in the wild in tribes and scout the landscapes around their cities in packs in search of food and materials. They have little industry and prefer to hunt and steal.


            Goblins are able to communicate, but most prefer not to bother as they are viewed to be beneath polite society.


            They have an affinity for shiny things, particularly things that look like mushrooms.

          
        


        
          	
            HP: 16/16

          

          	
            SOUL: 09/09
          
        

      
    


    


    The eight goblins scour their way across the territory, going out of their way to break the signs and the posts that line the path for seemingly no reason, other than to be rude.


    One of them lifts its gaze, staring at Isaiah. The intruder’s hands glow alight with a spell and an instant later, it throws a ball of swirling, darkly-hued magic up towards the top of the tower.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Goblin Darkcaster) used: [Tinged-Bolt]
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Spell Negated]
          
        


        
          	
            You may not engage this entity without clearing the dungeon.
          
        

      
    


    


    The spell has no effect. The little monster snarls as another one drags it away, the eight of them heading in through the dungeon-gate.


    Isaiah closes its eyes, focusing its vision into one of the angelic statues that has been placed on floor one of the dungeon, just above the gargoyles.


    


    


    


    The goblins look around at the first floor of the dungeon, staring at the seemingly empty room.


    Looking back to themselves, they come to some sort of agreement and then the first one heads down the staircase. Then the next one and then the others just carelessly jump down off of the ledge, landing in the shallow water below with a series of loud splashes.


    Isaiah watches as the ripples of their movements spread outward, breaking apart as something pushes through them from the other direction.


    The intruders slowly wade their way through the wading pool, looking around carefully for any ambushers. But they don’t seem to see any.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Goblin) has been trapped by ({Holy} Slime)
          
        


        
          	
            Applied Status: [Grappled], [Consumption]
          
        

      
    


    


    The trapped goblin doesn’t even have time to scream, as the holy-slime shoots out of the water, wrapping itself around the creature’s full body. The unlucky goblin squirms and kicks, struggling as the others turn around to watch in horror as their compatriot starts disintegrating before their eyes, as the acidic slime eats it alive.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Goblin Darkcaster) used: [Tinged-Bolt]
          
        

      
    


    


    A black spell shoots out of one of the goblin's hands in the shape of a strange, chaotic squiggly line, that pierces into the slime.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Spell Negated]
          
        


        
          	
            ({Holy} Slime) is immune to [Tinged-Bolt]
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            - [Incursion {1}] -

          
        


        
          	
            Floor {1}
          
        


        
          	
            Intruders Remaining: 07

          
        

      
    


    


    The goblins all spin around, making a new formation. The more heavy, front-fighting types make their way towards the slime, which is by the staircase down into the pool, while the two casters step back behind them; they unwittingly move closer towards the gargoyles.


    The goblins don’t even seem to notice, as they are preoccupied with fighting the slime. The stone entities crack as they move, bits of rock crumbling off of their bodies and splashing into the water. However, spells begin exploding, filling the room with a chaotic noise that overpowers it all.


    The fighters have surrounded the slime and are currently in the process of slashing it to pieces. They seem to be having a moderate amount of success with this and the slime falters, bubbling apart back and drifting loosely away into the water.


    Isaiah watches as a caster in the back row, in the middle of the room turns around, perhaps having noticed the presence behind itself now after all. However this comes too little, too late, as the gargoyles break apart and come off of their pedestal.


    A stone sword drives itself through the caster-goblin immediately. The blunt weapon crushes its bones and organs, rather than piercing it, and a puddle of indistinct viscera spreads out from the source.


    


    
      
        
          	
            - [Incursion {1}] -

          
        


        
          	
            Floor {1}
          
        


        
          	
            Intruders Remaining: 06

          
        

      
    


    


    The remaining goblins turn around, but all of the front-line fighters are too far away now, being on the opposite side of the room where the slime was and the lone caster still alive, stuck by the gargoyles, has little chance to run.


    - The wading pool makes movement exceptionally difficult, after all.


    A stone arrow flies, smashing straight into the skull of the unprepared hobgoblin. Its neck snaps backwards with an ugly noise.


    


    
      
        
          	
            - [Incursion {1}] -

          
        


        
          	
            Floor {1}
          
        


        
          	
            Intruders Remaining: 05

          
        

      
    


    


    The little damage that the goblins do to the stone swordsman is quickly ‘healed’ by the priestess statue. It’s a mess, really.


    


    


    


    Isaiah reopens its eyes.


    There’s no need to continue watching this. It’s already over. The goblins don’t stand a ghost of a chance.


    Instead, it admires the nice view from up here.


    "Hold tight, we’re lifting up floor three," says Crystal and Isaiah grips on to the very-big-tree with its talons, as the top platform of the tower rises up another floor in height.


    


    
      
        
          	
            New Area

          
        


        
          	
            ~ [Dungeon] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Floor {03}

          
        


        
          	
            The third floor of the tower dungeon. It is currently empty
          
        


        
          	
            Capacity: {8} Monster-Points

          

          	
            Traps: 01
          
        


        
          	
            Monster-Point prices per monster
          
        


        
          	
            F-Rank: 01
          

          	
            E-Rank: 02
          
        


        
          	
            D-Rank: 04
          

          	
            C-Rank: 08
          
        


        
          	
            B-Rank: 16
          

          	
            A-Rank: 32
          
        


        
          	
            S-Rank: 64
          

          	
            SS-Rank: 128
          
        


        
          	
            SSS-Rank: 256
          
        


        
          	
            The next sub-boss/challenge room will be available in {2} floors.


            The next boss arena will be available in {7} floors.

          
        

      
    


    


    Excellent. The sky is closer than ever before.


    Isaiah smiles. It hopes they make it up to the sky and to the gods before its eggs hatch. It would very much like to be there for the occasion, obviously.


    


    
      
        
          	
            - [Incursion {1}] -

          
        


        
          	
            Floor {1}
          
        


        
          	
            Intruders Remaining: 00

          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            - [Dungeon Breached Concluded!] -

          
        


        
          	
            Killed Intruders: 09

          

          	
            Average Level: 03

          
        


        
          	
            Fled Intruders: 00

          

          	
            Killed Defenders: 02

          
        


        
          	
            Difficulty: Challenging

          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~
          
        


        
          	
            +54 EXPERIENCE POINTS.
          
        


        
          	
            EXP: 25/25
          
        


        
          	
            EXP: 29/50
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            Level Up!
          
        


        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        


        
          	
            You are now a level {3} dungeon-core!
          
        


        
          	
            Level: 3 ↗
          

          	
            Experience: 29/50
          
        


        
          	
            Attribute: Holy
          
        


        
          	
            Soul-Points: 17/17↗
          
        


        
          	
            Presence: 1.0 km
          

          	
            Obols: 000
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~
          
        


        
          	
            Please choose an ability from one of the following trees.


            


            

          
        


        
          	
            - [Expansion] -
          
        


        
          	
            Focuses on spreading the roots of your dungeon for as far as you can. The further a dungeon’s reach extends, the more resources you will be able to collect and the larger your dungeon will become.
          
        


        
          	
            
              
                
                  	
                    [Tunneling] : Allows your workers to efficiently dig deep tunnels to collect basic resources, such as higher quality stones and metals in the process.
                  
                

              
            


            


            


            


            

          
        


        
          	
            - [Holy] -
          
        


        
          	
            Focuses on your core attribute and imparting as much of this essence onto your dungeon as possible. Each attribute offers its own benefits and perks.


            
              
                
                  	
                    [Place of worship] : As a holy site, the tower is of great spiritual significance to all who are of the faith.


                    Allows creation of a shrine, where monsters and people may leave their prayers and sacrificial offerings. All prayers give you EXP. All received items are put into the treasury.


                    In return, they will receive a random [Minor Blessing] for the duration of {24} hours.

                  
                

              
            


            


            


            


            

          
        


        
          	
            - [Bastion] -
          
        


        
          	
            Focuses on the physical and magical defenses of your dungeon. Allows access to sturdier walls, tricks and traps and mazes and mechanisms, as well as higher level monsters to defend your floors.


            
              
                
                  	
                    [Traps] : Allows your worker minions to develop simple traps and snares in your dungeon, in order to hurt enemies before they can get too deep.
                  
                

              
            


            

          
        

      
    


    


    Nine more bodies for the graveyard means two more wisps for the forest. Isaiah smiles. The tower is growing in power.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Note for occultists]{Goblins} ~


            


            Goblins have a very wide-spanning history, stemming from medieval Europe. The different takes on them have varied throughout time and place, but the consensus seems to range that they’re anywhere between cruelly humorous tricksters to total, baby-eating jerks. They’re considered magical, just like similar beings of this nature (Kobolds, fairies, etc) and in some lore, they have the ability to shapeshift in order to help their mischief. Though, in our story, they simply look like goblins.


            Again, there are other folklores with goblin-like creatures, such as the Korean Dokkaebi for example, or the Islamic Ifrit, but our story holds its roots in Germanic folklore, so we’re focusing on that 'standard' depiction of a goblin that you all know and love.


            The first use of the word that we know of comes back from the Latin word ‘gobelinus’, which was written by one Mr. Orderic Vitalis, a Benedictine monk who lived sometime around 1100 AD. The name gobelinus appears to be referencing a demon that was haunting Eure, Normandy. Orderic was a chronicler and spent his days writing about all sorts of cool things like that. As for the demon, it never seems to have been found or expelled. So watch out if you’re in the region. Old things are probably still moving around out there.


            Moving back to Germany, in Germanic lore, the Erlking is a variant of the goblin/elf phenotype that specifically lives in forests, not houses and caves. The Erlking’s absolute favorite thing to do was to hunt and eat children, as one would expect from a German fairytale.


            It’s name in turn derives back to ‘Erlkönig’ → ‘Elverkonge’ → ‘The king of the fairies’ and, as we all know, fairies are total dicks and nothing like the nice creatures they’re portrayed as being in popular media.


            Fun fact, the correct word for a female goblin is actually a ‘goblette’. No, really.

          
        

      
    

  




  Chapter 9: Progress is here to be made. The tower grows, as does what might be a new problem


    
      
        
          	
            "— Dungeons? I fucking hate ‘em," says the stranger. "Giant god-damned damned cesspits full of monsters and shit," they snarl, adjusting a wooden mask on their face. "Who needs ‘em?"


            "Huh?" asks the priestess, who is walking next to them, somewhat taken aback. "We need them," she replies. "The dungeon is where we get most of our materials, remember?"


            "Yeah, yeah," sighs the stranger. "Get off my ass. The only things that dungeons are good for are for their chests," they remark, waving her off. "So, they’re a lot like yo -"


            The priestess interrupts them. "— If you finish that sentence, I’ll boot you into a slime."


            "Please. If you ever saw a slime, you wouldn’t be able to tell, because you’d think it’s a mirror."


            The priestess sighs, rolling her eyes. "You’re such a horrible, little gremlin."


            "Yeah, yeah, keep walking. We’re going to be late. These tickets were expensive."


            The priestess plays with her sleeve. "…Do you think the others are fine at home?"


            "What? They’re adults. Of course they’re fine. Sheesh," mutters the stranger, as the two of them walk away.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ Noted encounter of an odd couple, documented by a self-proclaimed ‘people watcher’, sitting by the Ruby Stone teahouse, by the far-eastern western bay.


    


    


    


    Isaiah has a very difficult time deciding.


    The shrine sounds enticing. Free offerings are, of course, very interesting for the development of the tower. Plus it will help solidify their image as a holy place, which will help placate the more aggressive voices of the human populations. They have yet to reach them, but they inevitably will. On the other hand, it might end up becoming an attraction, which will draw in more people than before, just by itself.


    ‘Tunneling’ seems counter-intuitive. Isaiah wants to go up to the sky, not burrow away from it. But maybe the stones and the metals beneath the ground will be more useful than the dirty iron, which they can currently find across the river in the quarry? It could offer better equipment for their monsters. Plus the uthra could use the tunneling ability to enhance existing locations of the tower, like adding some catacombs and tombs to the graveyard or maybe even redirecting the river through some underground channels?


    It thinks and then it decides on the tunnels.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~
          
        


        
          	
            [Tunneling] : Allows your workers to efficiently dig deep tunnels to collect basic resources, such as higher quality stones and metals in the process.
          
        

      
    


    


    It will take the shrine ability next time. Perhaps this is the smart move anyway, as with the newer, potentially more potent metals, the impending shrine will possibly be of higher quality.


    Isaiah nods, pleased. This is a good idea.


    


    


    


    "I’ve started work beneath the tower," says White. "I’ll be leaving the old quarry as is and focusing my efforts here for now."


    Isaiah nods. "Find strong metal. Find good stones."


    "Of course," replies White, before flying away to return to work.


    Isaiah looks out over the forest. The area around the tower has been cleared out nicely. The damage from the goblin attack has already been repaired and their nine bodies are buried in the graveyard, bringing their total number of will o’ the wisps up to three.


    The glowing orbs roam the forest, searching for any intruders.


    The goblins, despite being listed as a challenge by the system, really weren’t. The monsters on floor one had made very quick work of them. Isaiah isn’t sure if the goblins were just that weak, or if maybe the tower isn’t unusually strong in its defenses? It’s a little confusing and hard to say without further information. Maybe once some more monsters or even some humans try to attack the place, it will be able to say for sure?


    — Though it doesn’t really want that either. Killing humans is a thought that it doesn’t like. After all, it itself was a human once before. But, if they are invading its home, it is only fair, right?


    Perhaps it is best to hope that it will just not come to that? Maybe with some things like the shrine and the hot-springs and their holy image, the humans will simply hold themselves at bay out of mutual reverence?


    That would be ideal.


    Isaiah flies off, heading into the dungeon to check out the progress of the forge on floor three.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Dungeon] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Floor {03}

          
        


        
          	
            The Shining Forge

          
        


        
          	
            A large, extremely clean and well stocked forge. Glowing melted metals and flowing holy-water fill the space.

          
        


        
          	
            Monsters: {0}
          

          	
            Capacity: {8}
          
        


        
          	
            Room Effects:


            
              	Allows manipulation of raw ores into ingots, which can then be turned into treasure, equipment, traps and other building materials.



              	Reduces all ICE damage by 25% on this floor.



              	Raises all FIRE damage by 25% on this floor.


            

          
        

      
    


    


    "This is good," says Isaiah, pleased. It looks over towards the thing on the side of the room, that Gray has already started working on. A large, wooden chest, bound with iron fastenings.


    — A treasure chest.


    Seeing Isaiah looking, Gray flies over to the chest. "Our first chest," it says proudly, knocking on the construction. "Do you want to have them randomly around the tower, or at specific spots?"


    Isaiah thinks for a second. "Randomly."


    "You got it," affirms Gray. "I’ll restock them with whatever seems to fit to the floor, in that case," it says.


    "Holy," states Isaiah. "Fill them with holy items."


    "Holy items?" it asks. "Sure." The uthra shrugs. "How about we fill them up with stuff like equipment, but also with some holy items to fit the flavor?" it suggests. "Once we get an alchemist’s lab set up, we can start making potions too."


    Isaiah nods, thinking for a moment. "Do it."


    "You got it," replies the uthra and it carries the chest, several times its own size, downstairs to floor two, which Isaiah still hasn’t examined.


    


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Dungeon] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Treasure Chest {Floor 02}
          
        


        
          	
            This is a treasure chest. It can be opened by anyone. Treasure chests can be trapped, once traps are available.
          
        


        
          	
            Contents:


            25% Equipment


            Dagger


            Boots


            Talisman


            25% Materials


            Iron ore


            Iron ingot


            Wooden flask of Holy water


            24% {5 * Floor} Obols


            25% Junk


            1% Rare Item


            Blessed Charm

          
        


        
          	
            Dungeon-Territory: +0.15% for each treasure-chest
          
        


        
          	
            Dungeon-Territory: 1.0015km
          
        

      
    


    


    "This is the current loadout," says the uthra. "Whenever somebody opens the chest for the first time, these are the chances they’ll get something," it explains. "Like I said, I’ll update the contents once we get more stuff."


    Isaiah nods, looking around the room. The center of the room is a large, stonework bridge. A large part of the floor is now missing on either side of it, allowing one to look down into the first floor below. Massive, stone-hewn faces stick out of the cylindrical walls, and stare towards the bridge. Water leaks out of their eyes and rushes down over the edge, splashing into the wading pool, down on the first floor.


    Isaiah watches from the bridge, as the slime wobbles down below around floor one, living its best slimy life.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Dungeon] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Floor {02}

          
        


        
          	
            The Weeping Bridge

          
        


        
          	
            A long, wide, white, stone bridge. The walls on either side of it are adorned with mournful angelic statues, which act as fountains. Holy water rushes down to the floor below, splashing and creating a fine mist in the air.


            Water also splashes down over the railingless bridge, making it rather treacherous to cross, despite its generous width.

          
        


        
          	
            Monsters: {6} [(HOLY) Slimes]
          
        


        
          	
            Room Effects:


            [Holy Mist]


            All DARK and UNDEAD type entities take passive HOLY DMG at a rate of {3}* per minute.


            This effect also applies to all floors below.


            *Mist damage is equivalent to your Dungeon-Level

          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah looks around itself. It had told Crystal to do whatever it wanted with the space and the entity once again seems to have really pulled it off. This looks great!


    Plus the effect seems like a very strong filtering mechanism. The holy mist, which does passive damage to the more unsavory entities of the world, affects not only this floor, but also the first floor below too, as it drifts downward.


    Water runs over the bridge and several slimes swim around in it, hiding beneath the ankle high surface.


    The gray-uthra places the chest at the end of the bridge, in a little nook.


    "Hey," asks Isaiah, pointing at the slimes. "Can they drop down? Like the water does?"


    "Huh? The slimes? Uh…" Gray scratches its head. "Monsters usually stay on their floor, but I guess it’s not impossible?" It flies down and picks up one of the slimes, who wobbles in indignant protest. Flying over the edge of the bridge, it drops the monster down to floor one.


    Isaiah watches as it splashes, squirming around angrily, before meeting up with the other slime down below, who seems happy about having a friend.


    "Looks like it," says the uthra. "But like I said, they’ll prefer to stay on their floors, normally."


    Isaiah nods, looking down at floor one, which is one monster stronger than it was before now.


    Interesting.


    


    


    


    "So, I was thinking," says Crystal, as Isaiah inspects the grounds outside. "We’re currently setting a lot on the holy image and holy-water and all of that, right?" it asks. Isaiah nods. "Why don’t we really go deep then?" it suggests. "We’ll add holy-water features like the second floor to the whole tower, all the way up!" It frames Isaiah with its fingers. "Then we’ll give the whole dungeon super edgy name like the ‘mourning tower’ or something like that. It’ll really sell the marketing!"


    Isaiah thinks for a moment. "Where does the water come from?" it asks, looking up towards the top of the tower. Sure, the water comes from the river. But how exactly do the uthra get so much of it up the tower, just so it can flow back down again? It seems very impractical. Although, the theatrical imagery certainly is noticeable and definitely not unpleasant.


    "Huh? Oh, dungeon-magic."


    Isaiah blinks. "Dungeon-magic?"


    "Dungeon-magic," repeats Crystal. "All dungeon-cores emit dungeon-magic from themselves," it explains, pressing a finger against Isaiah’s chest. "It lets us do all sorts of fun stuff that doesn’t necessarily make sense."


    "Aaah," says Isaiah, understanding.


    "There are rules to this stuff, but there are also times when there aren’t rules. Dungeon design is one of the gray areas where, as long as you have the prerequisites, we can kind of do whatever we want."


    Isaiah flies, following the uthra around as it works. "Who makes the rules?"


    "The gods," replies Crystal, picking up some large stones from the stockpile.


    Isaiah’s eyes open wide. "The gods?!" it asks, excitedly. "Can you talk to them?!"


    "Huh? Me?" Crystal shakes its head. "No. They don’t really talk to people like us," it explains. "Even if we shouted for a year and a half, I doubt they’d even hear a peep." It points up to the sky with its free hand. "They’re too high up there and we’re too small."


    Isaiah frowns, nodding. A familiar problem.


    Then construction of the tower must continue then. There is nothing else to do.


    


    


    


    The dark-elf is here again.


    Isaiah watches up from its roost on the top of the very-big-tree, which is on top of the not-so-very-big-yet-tower, as the woman stumbles around as before, laughing and having the time of her life.


    She falls down to the ground again, staring up at the sky.


    Suddenly, her expression becomes very grim and stiff.


    - Then, after a strange moment of laying there in the grass in stark silence, she lifts a hand and starts howling in laughter, clutching her stomach with the other one.


    Isaiah tilts its head. It simply does not understand what it is that she finds so funny, let alone why she’s back here again?


    Oh well. She’s not really bothering anyone.


    


    


    


    Isaiah’s eye twitches, as it stares through the vision of the angelic-statue on floor-two of the dungeon. The dark-elf is bothering it now.


    It really doesn’t understand how, but the dark-elf had somehow gotten into the dungeon and went through floor one all by herself. She then made it to the new bridge on floor two.


    But, instead of proceeding to cross it, she simply… stumbled over the edge of the bridge in a fit of spontaneous laughter, landing face-first into the full basin of the fountain, where she now lays and drowns in a pool of holy-water and her own drool.


    "RED!" it calls in exasperation, listening to the wings of a creature buzzing its way.


    


    


    


    NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR: If you're wondering about the charm in the chest.


     


    
      
        
          	
            (Rare)[Blessed Charm]

          
        


        
          	
            A small, purple sachet. It contains a lucky, blessed token inside of itself. As long as it is attached to a person's bag, it will absorb any damage the wearer takes in their stead.


            Opening the charm and looking inside of it will destroy the magical properties of the item.

          
        


        
          	
            Effect: Once a day. Absorbs all received DMG in an amount equal to your LUK.


            Each time the charm is depleted, there is a 15% chance that it will be permanently destroyed.

          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 0.1kg
          

          	
            Value: 999 Obols
          
        

      
    

  




  Chapter 10: Be not afraid.


    
      
        
          	
            As a dungeon grows and becomes established, the more obvious a destination it becomes for the wild animals of the region, who are innately drawn to the high-magic zones that surround a dungeons' exterior.


            Following them, come hungry monsters on the hunt, who are chasing after the animals.


            In turn, the people of the civilized world, humans, elves and so on, will be drawn to the area in their pursuits of wild monsters.


            This is generally how a dungeon is discovered.


            Given the danger involved in such places appearing around villages and cities, once marked, a never before seen dungeon is able to be reported back to a local adventurers’ guild for a considerable monetary reward, upon confirmation of the claim.


            From this point on, it will be determined by the local councils and regents of the domain if the dungeon is a threat to their people, or if it offers a potential boon for their prosperity. Many cities find their wealth flowing from dungeons, which adventurers from that region regularly plunder, as their source of income. They thereby provide the city with incredible amounts of materials, both mundane and rare.


            Should the dungeon be considered a greater threat than a help, a professional extermination team of adventurers of an appropriate rank will be sent out to destroy the dungeon-core, thereby removing the source of the dungeon’s magic.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ Excerpt from Clericia Salvador’s ‘Lay of the Land’, chapter three, ‘of dungeons’


    


    


    


    Isaiah sits on its roost, staring down at the figure who is laying there atop the tower, leaned against the very-big-tree.


    Water pours down from above and Isaiah pulls its wings in tighter against itself. Rain.


    Lifting its gaze, it stares towards the distant, dark clouds that linger above the world. They seem so heavy and large. It almost feels like they should pull the sky down closer towards the ground. But they don’t.


    It doesn’t really know what to do with the dark-elf.


    The original idea would be to just have her thrown out into the forest again. But then the rain had started and Isaiah got a bad conscience. It would be rude to throw somebody out into the forest during a storm. That someone is an intruder, sure. But Isaiah gets the feeling that the dark-elf isn’t really too aware of her surroundings or her actions. She’s just some stumbling drunk, who probably got lost in the forest.


    — This can hardly be called an intrusion, right?


    Thunder cracks loudly and rolls across the sky.


    The other idea was to just put her in the hot-spring again. There’s at least a roofed section there. But Isaiah gets the feeling that she would just end up in the water. The woman has an odd tendency to -


    Isaiah turns its head, staring at the stranger. It blinks. "Red!" sighs Isaiah.


    "Yeah?" asks Red. "What? Oh." She follows Isaiah’s gaze, looking at the dark-elf. The woman had been leaning against the very-big-tree, but now she seems to have slid and flopped over sideways. Her face lays in a collecting puddle of rainwater. Bubbles come out from the sides of it, as her body tries to breathe without her input on the matter.


    The uthra sighs, flying down and propping her back up again.


    "There. Can I get back to work now?" she asks.


    Isaiah nods, thinking for a moment. What was Red even doing again? It had told her to stop collecting food and then to go do her own thing, but ever since then, it hasn’t heard a peep about her progress. "What is your work?"


    "Well at first I was taking a break," she replies. "But then I saw White starting to make some tunnels, so I’m digging out a food-storage area, beneath the river."


    "Kitchen," says Isaiah, nodding in approval. A food storage area is a good idea. It will be a shame to always have to throw away so much, especially as they expand. Plus some monsters will need to eat now and then too, right?


    "A kitchen? Sure, whatever," replies Red. "That'll count as an area upgrade for the fire-pit."


    Isaiah nods, sending it away.


    The storm continues, howling, as a furious wind rises in the north, tearing through the forest, tearing through the pouring rain and the limbs of the tree. Thunder shakes the world.


    Isaiah watches as the dark-elf rouses from her latest sleep.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Rorate] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    She hates it here.


    Rain roars all around her. She hears it crashing against stones and wood, hammering against the world with a force that is unfortunately not enough to simply wash it all away.


    Rorate doesn’t really know where she is, but that isn’t unusual. She doesn’t really ever know why she’s anywhere, or why her clothes are damp and wet, or even why she’s woken up again.


    But that all also isn’t unusual.


    This is simply what her life is at the moment, rain or shine. Her body fails her often and her mind continues to do so as well. She has no idea where she’s been or what she’s done for the last few days and it’s really better that way.


    Those things are all fine. That’s the point, after all.


    She still has enough mushroom juice left to get through the rest of the week and by then, her body should have burned through its fat stores and she’ll starve, if the elements and monsters don’t get to her first.


    The dark-elf lifts her weak hand, lifting the bottle again. Its effects are enjoyable, to say the least. This mushroom-brew that she had bought from that witch on the other side of the forest, is certainly a pleasant solution to her problem of being alive. The best part is how it makes her laugh about it all.


    It’s a strange thing.


    Maybe a day, maybe two more at most. She's getting close to the end now.


    Rorate holds it to her lips, taking a small gulp of the several day’s old mushroom-brew. It tastes like sour dirt. It’s like someone rubbed a lemon on the bark of a tree and gave it to her to chew.


    Opening her eyes, she stares up at the sky, waiting for the giggles to kick in, so that she can survive another day in joy, before she finally succumbs to her weakness and dies.


    The dark storm clouds offer little humor.


    But as the tepid liquid hits her stomach, as the surge of exhausting warmth pushes through her body from her gut, rising to her eyes, which dilate, staring up towards the clouds, she sees the most hilarious thing imaginable and lets out a wild howl, pointing at the odd formation in the sky.


    — It looks a lot like a duck.


    How ridiculous!


    She flops over, holding her stomach, the bottle at her side as she looks and laughs. The cloud shifts from the shape of a duck to that of a goose.


    The joke is that both of these are clearly inferior birds to the noble chicken. She absurdly wishes that the cloud would have been a chicken and the fact that it isn’t is the funniest thing in the entire world for her right now.


    Heavy rain pours into her open mouth, as she stares up towards the sky, which starts to spin and to warp, twisting together and coming apart again in a collage of thousands of colors and movements. Shapes begin to swirl and flow and so do her perceptions, as she feels her body begin to float.


    — Something rustles in the trees.


    Rorate turns her head. A goblin? A mush-mush? Maybe something is finally going to eat her and end this?


    As she looks, Rorate realizes many things, all at once.


    Her hands, limp, graze the odd grass of the elevated surface that she lays on top of, high above the world.


    Rain pours into her eyes, stinging like nettles and fogging her vision constantly. She isn’t in the forest. There is only one, single tree here and with it, is something else.


    A presence.


    She isn’t alone here.


    Her eyes look towards the strange thing hovering above herself. A thousand colors converge and condense, a thousand shapes move and sway, as an otherworldly creature looms over head. Its image is disturbed by the warping of her mind, imbued by the witch’s hallucinogenic mushroom-brew.


    A pale, porcelain monstrosity sits on an otherworldly tree, catching the storm above her body with its gestalt. The creature, for her muddled perception, has a thousand wings and a thousand arms and all of them move in a strange, flowing synchronicity. It lifts them all at once, gesturing towards her in a slow, passive movement that is not of this world.


    Lightning flashes behind it, exemplifying the silhouette of the divine entity.


    It croons, letting out a bird-like, but deeply resounding, calm voice. "Be not afraid," says the creature of ten-thousand faces.


    Rorate is clearly afraid.


    Her body shakes. Her fingers twitch. Her throat clenches tightly shut in a quick spasm, causing her breathing to fail. She chokes, drowning in the rain, which continues to pour into her gaping mouth.


    The entity lowers itself down from the swaying tree, seemingly unbothered and a swarm of beautiful lights of many vibrant hues hovers just behind its terrifying and magnificent wings, which are as many as the branches of the trees in the forest.


    Water has collected beneath herself in a puddle, mixing in with the leaking of her flask and her body.


    A pair of strong hands grabs Rorate, lifting her from the baptizing pool.


    "I am Isaiah," says the voice, coming into her spinning head with a deep reverberance. "— Be not afraid."


    Rorate loses herself to the mushroom-brew and her eyes fall into darkness.

  




  Chapter 11: Today a plan is built in the same fashion as the floors, one step at a time


    
      
        
          	
            "Dungeons? I love them. You know how often I’ve slept in a dungeon, for free? More times than I can count.


            Hell, I spent my twenties sleeping in the dungeon every night.


            Dangerous? Yes.


            Is it a great pull for the ladies? No, it certainly is not. Unless you have a thing for the killer-eyes types.


            Was it worth clearing a few floors to sleep safely on floor one every night, by the dungeon-gate?


            I didn’t pay rent for ten years, so you tell me. Plus with the loot from the stuff I killed, I could go buy breakfast every day. Not a bad deal, right?


            Sure, there’s always the risk of a dungeon-breach and a bunch of level fifty monsters rushing the gate. But, well, it didn’t happen for the ten years that I was there. You may as well be worried about lightning, if you’re worried about that.


            Take it with a grain of salt, though. Dungeons have different tempers.


            Would I try to take as much as a catnap in the deadlight-graveyard, to the northwest?


            Hell no.


            Now, the southern fairy dungeon? Count me in. There’s some prime napping to be had there. That dungeon has a good attitude about life.


            What I’m saying is, don’t just pick your battles. Pick your beds too."

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ Interview with the Goudin the goblin-hunter, of the northwestern territories.


    


    


    


    Isaiah looks down at the river, watching the fish swim around in it, just beneath the surface of the water.


    Sunlight has come once again and the rains have vanished for now, leaving the forest wet and nourished. The surface of the river glistens with vivid light, catching the rays of dayglow on its ever-moving surface.


    There, deep down beneath the water, a great shadow moves.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Melusine] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Class: Monster
          

          	
            Element: Water
          
        


        
          	
            Type: Ambusher
          

          	
            Category: Serpent*
          
        


        
          	
            Rank: C
          
        


        
          	
            Level: 03
          
        


        
          	
            Half-serpent, half-humanoid, a melusine is a spirit of holy water and rivers. Melusine are shy creatures that like to sing. If someone comes their way, however, lured in by their songs, they will hide.


            Melusine are very sensitive to liars and promise-breakers and will become highly aggressive towards them, coming out of hiding to attack these people with murderous intent, even if unprovoked.


            They have poisonous fangs, but prefer to drown their prey.

          
        


        
          	
            [River song]: Wards all DARK and UNDEAD type entities from any area where the song can be heard. Lures all OTHER type entities towards the river.
          
        


        
          	
            HP: 17/17

          

          	
            SOUL: 35/35
          
        

      
    


    


    "Not bad, right?" asks the black-winged uthra. Isiah looks at it and nods. "It got lured in by all that rotting boar meat we spread in the water," it explains. "Not exactly what I was expecting, but maybe it likes the vibe around the tower?" suggests Black.


    "Good work." Isaiah looks back down at the thing swimming down beneath the water. The moving monster stops swimming around, feeling itself being watched. Isaiah tilts its head, curiously and then the Melusine swims away, hiding behind a rock.


    Apparently it really is shy.


    An odd trait for a monster to have. But maybe not all monsters are incredibly violent, brutish, aggressive things?


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Dungeon] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Upgraded Area

          
        


        
          	
            Firepit {Level 1} to Kitchen {Level 2}!
          
        


        
          	
            A simple cooking area, offering the utility to allow preparation of more complex foods that can be used to attract monsters with a more refined taste.

          
        


        
          	
            Level {1} Effect: Allows the preparation of simple food items.


            Level {2} Effect: Allows the preparation of complex food items.

          
        


        
          	
            Firepit: 01% chance of summoning a FIRE-spirit every day


            {Holy} Beauty in Simplicity: Basic, simple meals cooked here are more restorative.

          
        


        
          	
            THIS IS A RESTRICTED AREA. NO HOSTILE INTRUDERS ARE ALLOWED INSIDE OF THE KITCHEN AREA.
          
        

      
    


    


    "There!" says Red. "Got it all set up."


    "Good work, Red," praises Isaiah, looking around from above. It doesn’t actually want to go down into the kitchen, because the kitchen is below ground. Isaiah does not want to go underground. It seems like a very bad place for a creature with wings to be. The entrance is a secret door on the outside of the tower, facing the river.


    "Uh, yeah," replies the Uthra. "Anyway," she calls up the stairs. "What’re we supposed to do with that dark-elf, exactly?" asks Red. "Killing her is still on the table."


    Isaiah shakes its head. "It is not."


    Red rolls her eyes, flying up the staircase. "You know, you can’t go soft all the time, right?" she asks, buzzing up to Isaiah. "What are you going to do when the humans show up?" She flies around. "Because they’re going to and when they do, it’s going to be them or you." Isaiah frowns, but understands.


    It will be inevitable. The death of a human, if not many humans.


    It needs to keep building the tower, but by doing so, the eyes of the greedy and hungry will fall towards it sooner or later. They will come here and they will take everything they can, if not destroy the tower itself in the process.


    This has to be avoided at all costs.


    "I understand, Red," affirms Isaiah. "When it must happen, it will happen," says the entity. "But the dark-elf is not a problem."


    Red shrugs. "Okay. Sure. Whatever. I’ll get started on the storeroom for food and stuff then. I think White said he found some salt. I’ll see."


    Isaiah nods.


    


    


    


    The top of the tower rumbles, as the upper platform slides up another floor in height.


    


    
      
        
          	
            New Area

          
        


        
          	
            ~ [Dungeon] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Floor {4}

          
        


        
          	
            The fourth floor of the tower dungeon. It is currently empty
          
        


        
          	
            Capacity: {10} Monster-Points

          

          	
            Traps: {01}

          
        


        
          	
            Monster-Point prices per monster
          
        


        
          	
            F-Rank: 01
          

          	
            E-Rank: 02
          
        


        
          	
            D-Rank: 04
          

          	
            C-Rank: 08
          
        


        
          	
            B-Rank: 16
          

          	
            A-Rank: 32
          
        


        
          	
            S-Rank: 64
          

          	
            SS-Rank: 128
          
        


        
          	
            SSS-Rank: 256
          
        


        
          	
            The next sub-boss/challenge room will be available in {1} floors.


            The next boss arena will be available in {6} floors.

          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah, sitting on its roost, lifts its gaze towards the sky, which is slowly coming closer and closer.


    The tower is higher than the tree-line now, surpassing even the tallest trees in the forest and for the first time, the view of the landscape is entirely unobstructed. It remains true to what it had seen in its first flight.


    This of course means that any with observant eyes will be able to see the tower now too, if they are standing at the right place. For example the hills to the north. The human city is too far away, but there are many houses on the outskirts of the forest. They must be on the watch. It’s only a matter of time now.


    "Hey, boss," says an Uthra. Gray. Isaiah turns its head to look at it. "Do you want to keep the forge in the tower, or should I move it downstairs to the underground?" it asks.


    Another pair of wings flies in. Crystal. "I think we should move it," says the uthra right away. "It’s messing up the whole theme of the tower!" explains Crystal. "Floors one and two are really nice and water-themed and then all of a sudden there’s a forge. It’s not a great design."


    Gray shrugs. "I don’t really care myself. We just didn’t have an underground area before, so it was the best spot."


    Isaiah points. "If the tower is attacked, will the forge continue to be worked?"


    "Hard to work when there’s some wizard there trying to blast me," says Gray.


    Isaiah nods. "Put it downstairs in a restricted zone," commands the dungeon-core. "The construction must not stop," it says, turning its head towards the tree, where its old nest is. The eggs haven’t hatched yet, but… "Go."


    "You got it," says Gray and flies away with Crystal in tow.


    Isaiah looks towards the sky.


    They have to build faster. But it only has six uthra and it will need more intruders to defeat to grow stronger, so that it can summon more workers.


    Isaiah has a realization.


    …Maybe that is the answer?


    "Red!"


    


    


    


    "Huh? What?" asks Red. "You want me to lure monsters in from the forest? Really?"


    "Yes," says Isaiah. "Find goblins. Find boars. Find creatures and let them know of our treasures."


    "I mean, sure, whatever, I can do that," says Red. "I have a suggestion, though," she says, lifting her gaze.


    Isaiah lifts its head, following where she is looking. The dark-elf is slung over a high branch on top of the very-big-tree and is still dozing off her life.


    "I said no," warns Isaiah.


    "Huh? No, not that," says Red, flying towards Isaiah. "You want more magic, right?"


    Isaiah nods, deciding to ignore Red’s usual snappiness. The creature is very helpful, after all. "Yes."


    "Then why not keep her around?" she suggests, in contradiction with her prior plans. "You know how gods get their power from the people worshiping them?"


    Isaiah thinks for a moment, remembering an old memory of its, back from its human life. "Yes."


    "It’s the same thing. A person can give some of their magic to a dungeon, just like they can give it to a god, or a big tree or a place or a statue or whatever."


    "Of course!" says an excited voice from the side, butting in. Crystal is back again, having popped out of some hole somewhere. "Why don’t we put a chapel outside and a prayer hall on floor three?" it asks. "That way people can worship here and we’ll get their magic for free!"


    Red taps Isaiah’s head. "Think about it," she says. "They come here, say a prayer or two and bam! We get a piece of that spiritual soul-pie before it goes up to the gods."


    Isaiah thinks for a moment. This actually sounds like a very pragmatic idea. They are a holy site, after all. So a place of worship, if not even multiple, only fits thematically and given that it will give the tower ‘free’ additional power for every person who uses them…


    "Do it," says Isaiah, looking at the drooling dark-elf. It’s hard to say if she’s a spiritual type.


    But maybe there is more use for her than straight out killing her after all?


    A church will need a ministry, after all.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Note for occultists]{Melusine} ~


            


            European folklore absolutely loves river monsters that drown people.


             


            Essentially, there isn’t a single culture In Europe that doesn’t have one, ranging from the Germanic Nixe (inspiration for Nøkk, for any R6 fans. She’s a creepy naked lady that likes to drown people), to the Greek Naiad, (who is a pretty naked lady that likes to drown people.) to the ever-famous Selkie (The monster, not the famous author of this platform) of Scottish mythology. Curiously, Selkies didn’t like to drown people, rather, they were essentially water-succubi with seal skins. They’re a whole episode in and of themselves, super weird lore. Scotland had a very strange phase for a while.


             


            A melusine is a ’good’ spirit stemming from the western to northwestern regions of France. (Remember our last trivia about a demon in that exact area last time? Lots of spooks hanging around Normandy. It's a thing.)


             


            They essentially look like the classic take of the mermaid legend, so half fish, half pretty woman. The name itself stems from the Latin word ’Melus’, melodious, which is a hint towards their attitude of singing. Any of you with a sharp eye might notice right away that these creatures seem to be a lot like the Sirens, of greek mythology, who would sing to lure sailors to their graves.


             


            A key difference is though that Melusine live specifically in pure rivers and holy wells, not in the ocean. Legends say that they are docile, friendly creatures who react violently to the presence of anyone who has been tainted by a mark of evil. Particularly, they are not fond of liars and take a personal grudge against them. Like an alligator, A melusine will prefer to drag its prey underwater and drown it, rather than killing it right away.


             


            Any others who are good, kind and honest, the melusine will not bother. But will likely also not reveal itself to either. They are held to be incredibly shy, despite their penchant for singing.


             


            The first written use of the term ’Melusine’ stems back to 1382, in which the author alludes to it being a documentation of a wive’s tale that stems back even further to the Romans.


             


            In many tales and artworks, melusine are depicted as also having wings, despite living in the water. If a person makes a promise to them and breaks it, they will fly away in heartbreak, never to be seen again.

          
        

      
    

  




  Chapter 12: The promise of a new spring


    
      
        
          	
            "Aaah, dungeons.


            Me? I love me a dungeon, tell you what. I grew up in a dungeon, you know, guy? Honestly, I don't really remember much of it. It's all kind of like a fever-dream at this point.


            Childhood, right?


            I stabbed my eye out and gave it to my sister. She tried to eat me, you know? It was a whole thing.


            - Anyways, I'm rambling. Sorry.


            What you have to understand is that dungeons, like people, are just... different. Dungeon 'A' is as different to Dungeon 'B', just as Elf 'A' is different to Human 'B'. Personalities, preferences, things they like and don't like. Everyone is unique and dungeons, being the big things that they are, are extreme examples of it.


            A person's uniqueness can only be seen on their limited exterior, until you get to know them. That means, unless you skin them, you're only ever going to see a little piece of who they are. But don't skin your friends, guy, okay? It's not a very neighborly thing to do, tell you what.


            Anyways, what was I saying? Oh yeah, dungeons. Dungeons, being big places, have lots of room to really show you who they are and you better be watching, friend. You better be listening.


            Because the dungeon is.


            It's watching you. It's listening to you. Behind every corner are more eyes than you can count on a good day. Don't even get me started on the ears! Take it from me, stranger.


            Although, maybe don't. I'm just a little, old lizard, after all. Haha!"

          
        

      
    


    


    ~Recollection of renowned lunatic Dancig Vilvariol, who claims to have met a talking lizard during a nightly outing into the forest.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            - [Territory Breached!] -

          
        


        
          	
            Intruders: 23

          

          	
            Average Level: 07

          
        


        
          	
            Difficulty: Extremely Deadly

          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah stares through the vision of the statues on floor one, watching the latest incursion.


    A group of goblins has come once again. Red, having found a larger lair in the forest, between here and the human-city, has drawn in a number of them towards the tower. These seem as ill-prepared as the last bunch, but are certainly more significant in their amount. A full twenty-three of them had charged down the road, making their assault. Rudely, they had trashed a large part of the outside areas, which really was very inconsiderate of them.


    Goblins seem like ill-mannered creatures.


    Isaiah hopes that the humans aren’t as bad. It is a distraction for the builders if they have to constantly repair the outdoor areas every time that someone intrudes on the territory.


    Of the twenty-three, twenty made it past the wisps and only eighteen made it inside, two having been lured away to the river by the song of the melusine.


    Floor one, they incur significant casualties, but seem to manage fairly well.


    — Except for the casters of their bunch. The entities, who primarily use dark magic as their weapon of choice, have a very bad time because of the ambient mist present on floors one and two. Before the fight is even halfway through, the three sorcerers have to retreat, running back out of the tower, because of the health they’re losing just from being inside of the room.


    Isaiah watches as those three exit and make their way to the hot-springs, carefully snooping around the area.


    


    
      
        
          	
            Floor one - Intruders Remaining: 12
          
        


        
          	
            FLOOR ONE - CLEARED
          
        

      
    


    


    The surviving goblins take stock of the situation after the fight and look around the room. Twenty-three made their way to the tower and already, with just floor one having been cleared, only twelve remain to fight. One of them makes his way to the staircase leading up to the next floor, as the red fog disappears and opens the way for them to progress.


    A hand grabs his shoulder and stops him. He turns around.


    "No. We leave," says the goblin who stopped him from progressing.


    "Leave?" asks the bigger goblin. "We continue. Powerful fight means many treasures."


    The other one shakes its head, holding on to him. "Powerful fight means many dead," it snarls, pointing at the room around them. It’s totally destroyed from the chaos. Blood drips down the fractured, broken stone gargoyles. Goblin bones, picked clean by acidic slime, float around in the ankle-high wading pool. "We leave. Dangerous. Sky-light doesn’t want us here. This was a mistake."


    A pair of goblins hobble by, wading through the water. One of them is slung over the other’s shoulder as they also make their way to the door outside.


    "We have nothing to show for many dead," says the larger one.


    The other one lets go, shaking its head. "We have many still alive. Let us accept this reward," it says and leaves.


    Isaiah watches as the large goblin stands there for a time and then walks back to the exit with the rest of its group. Apparently, they are giving up on climbing the tower. Isaiah is a little let down, honestly. Nobody has even ever gotten to floor two yet. Maybe the tower really is stronger than a normal dungeon?


    These creatures were hardly a challenge. It was a slaughter.


    …Maybe because the tower is getting bigger?


    That 'grand tower' ability it had gotten, back when it awoke as Isaiah for the first time, had said that the higher it rises, the stronger it will become. But if it itself is the dungeon-core, then doesn’t that mean that the higher the tower grows, the stronger the entire dungeon, including floor one, will become?


    If so, that’s a brutal piece of information.


    


    
      
        
          	
            - [Dungeon Breached Concluded!] -

          
        


        
          	
            Killed Intruders: 09

          

          	
            Average Level: 07

          
        


        
          	
            Fled Intruders: 14

          

          	
            Killed Defenders: 07

          
        


        
          	
            Difficulty: Extremely Deadly

          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~
          
        


        
          	
            +54 EXPERIENCE POINTS.
          
        


        
          	
            EXP: 50/50
          
        


        
          	
            EXP: 33/75
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            Level Up!
          
        


        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        


        
          	
            You are now a level {4} dungeon-core!
          
        


        
          	
            Level: 04 ↗
          

          	
            Experience: 33/75
          
        


        
          	
            Attribute: Holy
          
        


        
          	
            Soul-Points: 19/19 ↗
          
        


        
          	
            Presence: 1.2054 km
          

          	
            Obols: 000
          
        

      
    


    


    Oh well, it’s not a total loss. Isaiah returns to its normal vision.


    


    


    


    It then takes the shrine skill that it had wanted to select next.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~
          
        


        
          	
            [Place of worship] : As a holy site, the tower is of great spiritual significance to all who are of the faith. Allows creation of a shrine, where monsters and people may leave their prayers and sacrificial offerings.


            All received prayers give EXP. All received items are put into the treasury.


            In return, they will receive a random [Minor Blessing] for the duration of {24} hours.

          
        

      
    


    


    "Perfect," it says to itself. This fits in with their plan very nicely. The uthra can start work on a shrine or a chapel now, on the road outside of the tower. On floor three, there’s going to be a prayer hall. If what Red had told it is true, then by having people pray at their altars and statues, they can get a free boost in power. Plus it will continue to help polish their image.


    It hasn’t come into play yet, but Isaiah wants it to be perfect when it inevitably happens. The humans absolutely can not perceive the tower as a monstrous threat.


    It remembers humans. It remembers ‘adventurers’, skilled people who make their living by plundering dungeons. If these start showing up in numbers, it will be a problem. Even worse, however, is if more serious characters show up; destruction teams, sent not to loot the tower, but to destroy it entirely.


    This must be prevented.


    "Crystal. Green," says Isaiah, looking off of its tree.


    "Yes?" asks Green, as the two of them fly in.


    "Begin the work on the shrine," orders Isaiah. "Make it look…" It thinks for a moment. "— Make it look like what humans would like."


    Green lifts a finger. "What about what elves like?" it asks.


    Isaiah shrugs.


    "And what about orcs?" asks Crystal.


    "— And dwarves?"


    Isaiah lifts a talon, rolling its eyes as it points away. "Go. Work. Make it good."


    The two of them laugh and fly off.


    Isaiah sighs and changes its perception to the hot-spring.


    


    


    


    It seems that the surviving goblins have collected themselves there and are quietly recovering, bandaging their wounds and washing themselves in the hot water.


    Very well. This is what it is for, after all.


    


    


    


    Isaiah opens its eyes again, hearing something muttering above its head.


    It looks up at the dark-elf, who finally seems to be waking up.


    Flying up into the air, it hovers before her.


    "Red."


    "What?" asks Red, popping up from the side. "Oh." She hovers over to the dark-elf, grabbing her and lowering her down to the base of the very-big-tree.


    "Thank you," says Isaiah, waving to her. "Please, bring more food," it asks. Red flies off. The red-uthra had been given the task of sustaining the dark-elf while she slept. Red had done this by making a mash out of berries and essentially force feeding her drooling body. It wasn’t pretty, but it worked.


    Isaiah crooks its head, landing on the highest floor of the tower, feeling it rumble beneath its feet, as they move up yet another level.


    


    
      
        
          	
            New Area

          
        


        
          	
            ~ [Dungeon] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Floor {5}

          
        


        
          	
            The fifth floor of the tower dungeon. It is currently empty
          
        


        
          	
            Capacity: {12} Monster-Points

          

          	
            Traps: {01}

          
        


        
          	
            Challenge Room: Currently, no challenge has been established.

          
        


        
          	
            Monster-Point prices per monster
          
        


        
          	
            F-Rank: 01
          

          	
            E-Rank: 02
          
        


        
          	
            D-Rank: 04
          

          	
            C-Rank: 08
          
        


        
          	
            B-Rank: 16
          

          	
            A-Rank: 32
          
        


        
          	
            S-Rank: 64
          

          	
            SS-Rank: 128
          
        


        
          	
            SSS-Rank: 256
          
        


        
          	
            The next boss arena will be available in {5} floors.

          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Dungeon] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Restricted sub-rooms:


            
              	Kitchen {LEVEL 2}



              	Food storage {LEVEL 1}



              	Tunnels {LEVEL 1}


            

          
        


        
          	
            Outside areas:


            
              	Graveyard {LEVEL 1}



              	Hot-springs {LEVEL 1}



              	Quarry {LEVEL 1}


            

          
        


        
          	
            Current Floors:


            
              	
                	The wading pool (04)


                	The weeping bridge (06)


                	The prayer hall (08*)


                	{Empty}


                	{Empty}


                	Roost atop the very big tree (☠️)

              


            

          
        


        
          	
            Estimated difficulty: Easy
          

          	
            Estimated intruder level: 07
          
        


        
          	
            Estimated defender level: 02
          

          	
            Monster count: 20
          
        


        
          	
            Bosses: 01
          

          	
            Traps: 00
          
        


        
          	
            Chests: 03
          

          	
            Dungeon territory: 1.2054 km
          
        


        
          	
            Rank: D-
          
        

      
    


    


    Its minions are hard at work.


    It needs to work hard too, so that it can have more minions.


    This is where these creatures, the humans, the elves, the dark-elves, like her, will be very useful.


    Isaiah squats down and waits.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Rorate] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    Rorate’s head spins, her shaking body returning to its senses.


    How long was she out for this time?


    She isn’t sure. Honestly, she’s a little surprised to even be awake again, let alone to feel so sharp-minded all of a sudden. Is the effect of the mushroom-brew wearing off? She doesn’t feel as weak as before, but she’s still desperately hungry. What is this?


    The dark-elf rubs her face, trying to remember what happened the last time she was awake. Wasn’t there something about a goblin or a mush-mush or som-


    Rorate opens her eyes, remembering.


    She stares at the entity sitting not far before herself. Her heart jumps.


    It is a strange, pale thing. Its gestalt is something like a person’s, but it isn’t. The skin, strangely soft and smooth looking like a frog’s, is as unnaturally white as cleanly hewn marble. Its face is thin and featureless, save for a pair of large golden eyes and a wide slit for a lipless mouth.


    It quickly crooks its head, tilting it like a bird would, when watching something closely. Two, large wings, a shade of dark, lavender-gray, adorn its back. Despite being folded in, they look like the gaunt entity should stumble over because of the massive span of them, even when closed like this.


    She opens her mouth, not really sure if she’s trying to scream or talk or even just breathe. Her mouth just kind of opens and her air gets stuck in her throat, not moving in either direction.


    Rorate chokes and falls back, her back pressing against a tree.


    In panic, she looks around herself, noticing how high up she is, before her eyes fall back onto the creature, which has still yet to move.


    The two of them stare at each other for a moment, as the memory of her half-hallucinated vision fully returns to the forefront of her mind. The vision of a divine entity, pulling her from the storm, pulling her from the drink. Its words return to her mind as well.


    "…Isaiah…" whispers the dark-elf, her head spinning violently.


    Isaiah nods and gestures to itself in a mannerism it recalls using, back when it was a human once. "I am Isaiah," it says, introducing itself to her once again.


    Rorate shakes, the bottle violently splashing around in her hand as she clenches it tightly, still pressing her back against the very big tree.


    "Why?" she asks. Is this something sent by the gods? This isn’t a demon or a monster or anything that she’s ever heard of or read about. This is something different, something…


    The sun crests in the distant east, silhouetting the body of the angelic creature and casting two long shadows out over the span of the overgrowing platform, high in the air. "Why didn’t you let me die?" she asks. "I just wanted to die!" shouts Rorate at the creature, but also at the world and at any of the gods who might be listening.


    Isaiah tilts its head the other way and then looks away out over the landscape, awash in a ruby light.


    A wind pushes over the tower and over the forest, shaking the many boughs of the many trees and rustling their full, blossoming crowns in gentle waves, presenting them to their gazes, as if they were the cresting surface of the ocean. The blossoms of many blooming flowers float through the breeze, capturing the warm rays cast by the sunset.


    "Then you would have missed the spring," replies Isaiah. "It will be good this year."


    Her eyes open wide. Isaiah turns back to look at her, as several lights of many heavenly colors fly its way. The vividly painted scene before her eyes acts as further evidence of it being a creature of radiant divinity.


    The smell of food, real food, fills the air, intermingling with the floral, spring perfume.

  




  Chapter 13: The prospective perspective


    
      
        
          	
            One has to remember when dealing with dungeons, that they aren’t just simple things like a cave or a bear’s den.


            A dungeon is a living, breathing place in and of itself. It contains monsters, but it itself is also to be viewed as if it, as a whole, were a monster as well.


            Never trust the walls. Never trust the floors. Never trust a door, a chest, a mechanism. Everything has been perfectly designed by the makers of those places with one intention in mind.


            — That is to keep the dungeon safe.


            And the best way to keep a dungeon safe, apart from it simply never being found, is to kill any who do find it.


            Particular dungeons have gone overzealous in their lethality, especially when they begin to creep out in the landscape and fill the surface-world with monsters.


            In these extreme cases, destruction teams are sent out to pacify the threat and to return natural equilibrium to the areas that the dungeons have found their residence in.


            That isn’t to say that every dungeon must be destroyed just because somebody died there. After all, dungeons are useful and it is important to weigh a balance between their economic boons and the lives lost in pursuit of these gains.


            If those who die are simply adventurers, plunderers and so on, then there is little argument in favor of the total destruction of a dungeon-core. These people made their own free choice to go there, after all. As with a miner who dies during a collapse, it is simply a risk of the trade. That does not mean that we will stop mining.


            However, when innocent bystanders are put at risk by the ambient monsters present outside of a dungeon, or when vital economic routes are hindered, then more drastic measures are wise to be considered.


            Per year, professional destruction teams permanently destroy one to two dungeons and exactly this many seem to arise in the landscapes around the world, shortly thereafter.


            It would seem that the divine will has an intent for there to be a specific amount of dungeons present in the world at every given moment. However, we can not say for sure why this is.


            This number is forty-nine.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ Maldrock’s note to his apprentice adventurers


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Rorate] ~
          
        

      
    


    


    Rorate sits there, not sure if she ought to feel terrible or not.


    On one hand, her body had craved the food that she has now eaten so desperately, that she didn’t even think about it as she wolfed it down like a feral animal. There was rich, fatty fish and boiled root-tubers and a drink made of clean water and fresh, sour berries.


    On the other hand, this has, in five minutes, defeated the suffering and work of her entire last week.


    Night has fallen.


    She looks around herself, watching the glowing lights fly through the air, always setting to some task that she can’t really identify. They remind her of fairies, but they’re more -


    Her eyes wander back to the creature, the entity known as Isaiah. It sits on a collection of broken branches and wood atop the giant tree, which sits atop the tower.


    - They’re more like it.


    It sits there, quietly looking out over the landscape. Its pose, its demeanor, its quiet, solemn way all hint to something peaceful, deeply serene and sagely wise.


    It really has to be something divine.


    She never had much interaction with the faith in her adult life. But she recalls the days when her family had dragged her to the church and to the temple as a girl. She recalls the tales and the imagery, woven by words and old tapestries and tomes. She recalls the silhouettes, drawn with glass of many colors.


    Isaiah spreads its wings out wide. They brush against the tree. A moment later, it flies away. But she doesn’t know to where. It looks just like those old depictions of heavenly messengers from a time forgotten. Rorate looks back down at herself, still not sure if this isn’t some strange hallucination brought on by the mushroom-brew.


    Her eyes wander towards the old bottle, resting by the tree. They then wander back to the new bottle of berry juice, just before herself.


    She lifts it, taking a long drink, feeling the nourishing, refreshing liquid enter her body.


    It feels good to drink.


    Maybe this really was divine intervention?


    But why?


    Why would the gods intervene in the life of someone insignificant like herself? She doesn’t matter. She has never mattered. So why now? Rorate doesn’t understand.


    She lifts her head, gazing at the blanket of stars which covers the world and takes another long drink. Maybe there’s a reason for her to be here after all? Maybe it's just something too large and grand for her to see from the small position in life that she inhabits? She can’t explain it any other way.


    …Right?


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            New Area
          
        


        
          	
            ~ [Dungeon] ~
          
        


        
          	
            Shrine {Level 1}
          
        


        
          	
            A small shrine, made out of a foundation of large stones and a body of strong wood from the forest.
          
        


        
          	
            Level {1} Effect: Outsiders can pray at this shrine to receive a random [Minor Blessing]

          
        


        
          	
            Secret: Every prayer will give +1 EXP to the dungeon-core. Every offering will be teleported to the treasury.

          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah nods. "Good work," it praises. Green and Crystal are fast at what they do. If the materials are in the stockpile, they seem to be able to build structures like this within the span of an hour or so, which is clearly very impressive. Isaiah recalls taking days to build its old nest just right, back when it was a bird. It sighs. That was such a comfortable, cozy nest and the tree was perfect. It wants to go back.


    The shrine is a simple thing, placed outside of the tower, just down the road. It’s an open faced structure with an altar in the center. Behind the altar is an ornate statue of some nondescript man, lifting his arms towards the heavens. To the side of the room is a small, wooden box for donations.


    This is very sneaky. The humans might think they are donating to the gods, but really, they are donating to the tower. The same goes for their prayers, which will serve to strengthen Isaiah and the tower further.


    "We’ll go get started on the rebuild of floor three then," says Crystal.


    "Is the dark-elf staying?" asks Green. "We should make a quarters downstairs for outsiders, if she is."


    Isaiah shrugs. It hasn’t really had a recruitment talk with her yet, deciding that it is best to simply let her ground herself and her emotions first. This is surely a very strange situation. That being said, it needs her. Her staying here will give it the power to sustain another worker.


    "Do it," says Isaiah. Even if she isn’t interested, it’s a good investment for the future. If people come here to pray, surely there will be one or two who wish to pray for longer periods of times as well?


    This is of course a very desirable prospect for the tower. More prayers simply means more power.


    Isaiah watches as the two of them fly off and then turns back to look at the statue of the man behind the altar.


    Respectfully, Isaiah bows its head to it before leaving.


    It doesn’t know why. But it just feels right to do so.


    


    


    


    Isaiah returns to its roost and looks around. The dark-elf is gone.


    It blinks, before closing its eyes and looking through the different floors of the tower.


    


    


    


    But it can’t find her anywhere inside of the tower.


    It changes its vision to the hot-spring, expecting to see her floating there. But she isn’t there either.


    "Uh, chief?" asks a voice. "There’s a problem."


    


    


    


    Isaiah opens its eyes and looks at Red.


    Red points down to the side and Isaiah follows, seeing the silhouette of a woman drifting down the river, limply floating face down on her stomach. A shadow drifts beneath her, as the melusine swims after the dark-elf.


    "RED!" snaps Isaiah.


    "Yeah, I figured," says Red, sighing and flying after her.


    Isaiah rubs its head. How does she keep ending up in the water like that every single time it takes its eyes off of her?


    It looks down over the side of the tower.


    — Five floors is a very high drop, even into water. Is she even still alive?


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Rorate] ~
          
        

      
    


    


    Rorate coughs and splutters. Several colorful orbs fly around her, lifting her back up to the top of the tower.


    They drop her down on the platform and she sits again before Isaiah. She’s dripping wet and her long, white hair sticks to her face.


    Isaiah tilts its head. "Are you well?"


    "I think so," she says, looking around. "I fell off the tower," she explains, wiping some hair out of her face. "I was just looking and whoops! Over I went."


    Isaiah tilts its head the other way.


    Rorate feels herself being watched, examined.


    It seems that the gods, that the creature, really do know what her true intentions were. Was this question a test? Did she fail? Most likely. How else could it be that she’s still alive, after such a long fall? The gods are preventing her from dying. There’s no other explanation at this point. She had tested it now with an undeniable attempt at dying. So it really is true.


    She's been chosen.


    Knowing that it knows and knowing that it knows that she knows that it knows, Rorate lowers her head.


    "…I jumped," she admits.


    Isaiah examines her and rises to its feet. "This is dangerous to do without wings," says the entity.


    Is this some sage, divine wisdom? Some whisper of the gods that she needs to decipher?


    Most likely. Rorate stares at the messenger of the heavens as it lifts her up to her feet a second time.


    "There is work for you here," it says.


    Here it is. The gods really do have a purpose for her still being alive. It isn’t all just dumb luck and happenstance.


    "…What do you want me to do?" asks Rorate, her legs shaking.


    It's silent for a while as Isaiah looks at her and then holds out a hand. "I want you to pray."


    Rorate, not understanding the will of the divine in any manner, doesn’t really know where to start with this instruction. But certainly there is a reason for it? Certainly, there is a crimson string of fate strung to her soul and pulling her this way, towards the divine? There’s a purpose for her life. For her existence. For the first time, there’s proof of a reason for her to be alive right here, right in front of her eyes. After all, the gods wouldn’t have just kept her here for nothing, right?


    "…I think I can do that," says Rorate, grabbing its strange, taloned hand with her wet grasp. "I’m Rorate."


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Rorate] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Class: Fighter
          

          	
            Element: -
          
        


        
          	
            Sub-class: Field-Medic
          

          	
            Category: Humanoid (Dark-Elf)
          
        


        
          	
            Height: 5.8"
          

          	
            Gender: Female
          
        


        
          	
            Rank: C+
          
        


        
          	
            Level: 13
          
        


        
          	
            A limber dark-elf named Rorate. She has straight, white hair. Her skin is blueish-gray. She has a tendency towards drowning.

          
        


        
          	
            HP: 35/35

          

          	
            SOUL: 16/16
          
        


        
          	
            *Dark-elves gain +20% FIRE, WATER and AIR resistance


            


            +1 DMG per hit while unarmed

          
        

      
    


    


     


    


    


    


    It is a little while later.


    Isaiah croons in delight.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~
          
        


        
          	
            [Max workers +1]

          
        

      
    


    


    Red has taken the dark-elf away, to get her situated in the new quarters that are being built downstairs for 'guests'.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~
          
        


        
          	
            (Isaiah) used: [Summoned Worker {1}]

          
        


        
          	
            Cost: {04} SOUL

          
        


        
          	
            SOUL: 15/19
          
        

      
    


    


    A new uthra with teal wings appears.


    "Pleasure."


    Isaiah nods. "Go to the forest. Make fabric, make robes, make banners. I have need of them for my followers to come."


    "You got it!" replies Teal, flying away.


    Isaiah smiles.


    The tower will grow. It will be there when its eggs hatch. It will return to its cozy nest. It will make sure of it, no matter what.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Note for occultists]{Dark-Elves} ~


            


            Dark-elves are a tricky one. We’ll get into ‘normal’ elves another time. Let’s just focus on their gray-skinned brethren first, given that we have one in our story.


            Dark-elves you might recognize from popular tabletop games and JRPGS, who have both done a number on ‘claiming’ the species as their own creations. However, dark-elves actually stem from old Norse mythology. The first description of dark-elves that we know of was in the Grímnismál, an old Icelandic poem, composed sometime around the start of the 10th century AD, which tells us of the race of svartálfar, dark-elves.


            These dark-elves like to live underground, deep inside of the world in a place called Svartálfaheimr.


            (Svart ~= ‘Schwarz’ in German = Black)


            (Fah ~= ‘Fee’ in German = Fairy/Fae)


            (Heimr ~= Heim in German = Home)


            Translated -> home of the black-fae.


            Interesting to note is that in the poem, two kinds of elves are actually mentioned. The counter to the dark-elves are the light elves.


            The light elves, Ljósálfar, live in Álfheimr, a rare place that is only ever mentioned twice in all of Norse mythology.


            (Álfheimr = ‘Elfen heim’ in Germanic = Home of the elves.)


            It is in some contexts implicit that they are ‘light’ elves, as these are held to be the standard type of elf and so they are often just called ‘elves’. As you can see, the tradition of just calling them plain, old elves and not ‘light elves’ has persisted to this day. But we’ll go deeper into these more common guys another day.


            Returning to our subject of dark-elves. There are two types of dark-elves in Norse mythology. The Svartálfar, who we spoke of just before and the Dökkálfar (Dök = Dark). It is debatable whether there is actually a difference between these species, or if they are simply regional terms for the same entity. Both species are mentioned only sparsely and in little context. As you can piece together with the translations of these names, it is simply the difference between ‘black-elves’ and ‘dark-elves’.


            Worth noting is that the svartálfar are the ones who were hired in the Norse mythos to craft the Gleipnir, the ties that bind the world-eating wolf of Ragnarock, Fenrir. They also are responsible for crafting replacement hair for Thor’s wife, Sif, after she was chopped bald by Loki.


            What we see here is that dark-elves in the Norse mythos actually seem to be strongly akin to the classical archetype of the craftsman, underground dwelling dwarf, as we know and love from the common fantasy mythos. When one considers that what was classified as an ‘elf’ back in the day is what we would call a fairy today, this calculation seems to add up.


            Dark-elves are very likely the old Norse variant of the modern dwarf. Whereas ‘normal’ elves are their version of the modern fairy.


            The modern depiction of an elf as a tall, slender being is actually more than likely the result of J.R.R. Tolkien’s work, rather than being true to original mythos, barring one or two exceptions. But we’ll cover those another day.

          
        

      
    

  




  Chapter 14: The inner workings


    
      
        
          	
            Upon entering a dungeon, one must be prepared for the prospect of extreme violence.


            There has never been a recorded case of a dungeon and collective society co-existing in harmony. Rather, there has always been a deadly tension between the two parties.


            Like any animal, the dungeon simply wants to consume resources and grow.


            We however, as a society, want the boons gained by plundering said dungeon. After all, it is simply a natural resource like any other. A dungeon is no different than an apple-tree on a meadow, or a bee-hive in a woodland, or an abundant mine in the mountains. It is a feature of the natural world and in order for our civilization to grow, we must reap its fruits.


            However, like any bear that is hunted, the dungeon will defend itself to the death and in this aim, it will employ several tricks.


            Most notable of these deceptions is the creation of fake people, often referred to simply as 'fakes' by adventurers. Scholars refer to these constructs as homunculi.


            Homunculi, while looking, sounding and smelling exactly like a real person, are simply constructs of magical energy brought to life like any other creature such as a goblin or kobold or fairy. These can come in every form we know of, from a human, to an elf, to even the almost extinct dwarven folk.


            Here is my wisdom to you.


            Never trust anyone you meet inside of a dungeon.


            They might not be real.


            A notable, grim example of this tactic can be seen in the Deadlight-Graveyard, in the far northwest. The dungeon-core here has created homunculi in the shape of grievously lost children, wounded and begging for help or healing.


            Upon approach, they will lash out, revealing themselves to be undead ghouls.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~Fillipe's furious fantastical fizzler on the foreseeable future of dungeon-diving fanatics.


    


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Dungeon] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Floor {03}

          
        


        
          	
            The Prayer Hall
          
        


        
          	
            A large temple, lined with altars and pews. This is an optional combat area. Monsters in this room are not aggressive unless provoked.
          
        


        
          	
            Room Effects:


            
              	While in this room, SOUL regenerates at a rate of {01} per minute


            

          
        


        
          	
            Capacity: {08} Monster-Points
          

          	
            Traps: {00}
          
        


        
          	
            Monster-Point prices per monster
          
        


        
          	
            F-Rank: 01
          

          	
            E-Rank: 02
          
        


        
          	
            D-Rank: 04
          

          	
            C-Rank: 08
          
        


        
          	
            B-Rank: 16
          

          	
            A-Rank: 32
          
        


        
          	
            S-Rank: 64
          

          	
            SS-Rank: 128
          
        


        
          	
            SSS-Rank: 256
          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah looks around the third floor of the tower. This is where the forge was, but that has been moved down below the ground. Now, this space has been converted into a holy place of worship. The idea is that it will function similarly to the shrine outside, but inside of the tower and far more potently.


    Water runs down the walls, dribbling out of many spigots. The floor is a stone platform, but there are many metal grids revealing the other floors below. The streams of water run down through them, flowing down to the bottom of the tower. In the center of the ceiling above, a large, half-spherical indent hangs downward. A trickle of water runs down from a hole in its center, running over an altar in the center of this room.


    There is a catch, in that the monsters of this floor are apparently non-aggressive. So they won’t attack unless attacked first. Isaiah supposes this makes sense, given the environment.


    "Not bad, right?" asks a voice from the side of the room. Teal.


    "I… I don’t - are you sure about this?" asks a strange voice, belonging to the dark-elf, Rorate. Isaiah turns to look. The two of them are behind a curtain.


    "Am I sure?!" asks Teal, sarcastically. "Would the will of the divine be wrong?"


    "…No… I guess not…" concedes Rorate.


    "There you go then!" replies Teal and pulls the curtain to the side. "Ta-da!"


    Rorate stands there awkwardly, her arms out at her side, looking down at herself. She’s been tidied up, her hair and body are both washed. She’s wearing a clean, simple priestess’ robe that Teal had made, woven from fibers of the forest and from the clothes off of the looted bodies of the goblins. She lifts her head, looking over at Isaiah and then around the ornate prayer hall. It suits her well.


    "Good work, Teal," says Isaiah. It looks at Rorate, gesturing to the tower. "You are safe here. Stay for as long as you like."


    She looks down at herself. "I wasn’t really expecting to ever become a priestess," she says. "I haven’t really lived a pious life, you know?"


    Isaiah tilts its head. "Then now is your chance."


    It taps the floor with a talon.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Spirit of Light] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Class: Spirit
          

          	
            Element: HOLY
          
        


        
          	
            Type: Presence
          

          	
            Category: Ghost*
          
        


        
          	
            Rank: E
          
        


        
          	
            Level: 03
          
        


        
          	
            Spirits are elemental presences, made up out of pure magic. They have no physical body and can not be hurt by physical attacks because of this. They are only vulnerable to magic. Spirits are not aggressive entities, but they will attack anything that disrupts the sanctity of their home.

          
        


        
          	
            [Spirit Bolt]


            Cost: {10} SOUL


            A ranged attack that can target anything within line of sight. Deals HOLY DMG equal to the spirit's remaining SOUL.

          
        


        
          	
            HP: 05/05

          

          	
            SOUL: 50/50
          
        


        
          	
            *Ghosts are immune to physical damage

          
        

      
    


    


    Four long, flowing presences appear and begin to float around the room. They drift up towards the ceiling and begin flying around the statues and through the grates. While the uthra are spherical things, these spirits are more stretched out and longer and flow like tepid gusts of wind.


    They seem like calm, gentle entities and begin to make their way around Rorate, who watches in wide eyed fascination as they flow around her body, grazing past her hair and fingers.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Dungeon] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Floor {04}

          
        


        
          	
            The Purifying Basin
          
        


        
          	
            A large, half-spherical basin, full of holy water.
          
        


        
          	
            Room Effects:


            
              	While in the water SOUL drains at a rate of {01} per second.


            

          
        


        
          	
            Capacity: {10} Monster-Points
          

          	
            Traps: {00}
          
        


        
          	
            Monster-Point prices per monster
          
        


        
          	
            F-Rank: 01
          

          	
            E-Rank: 02
          
        


        
          	
            D-Rank: 04
          

          	
            C-Rank: 08
          
        


        
          	
            B-Rank: 16
          

          	
            A-Rank: 32
          
        


        
          	
            S-Rank: 64
          

          	
            SS-Rank: 128
          
        


        
          	
            SSS-Rank: 256
          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah looks at the room on floor four of the tower. It is simple, compared to the others. Here by the door is a small platform and in the middle of the room, encompassing its entire span, is a large pool of crystal-clear water.


    A melusine, like the one in the river below, swims through it. On the far side of the room are two gargoyle archers.


    To cross the water, one must either navigate over several floating stone platforms that are adrift, or try to swim across it. All the while, the archers will be at work and the melusine will wait for anyone who falls in.


    Isaiah opens its wings and simply flies to the next floor.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Dungeon] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Floor {05} - {CHALLENGE ROOM}

          
        


        
          	
            The Ritual Chamber
          
        


        
          	
            An ornate ritual chamber. Stained glass windows line the walls, their depictions giving credence to the purpose of this place.
          
        


        
          	
            Challenge Room:


            
              	Upon incursion, the door will seal and the monsters on this floor will attempt to summon a divine entity to defend the floor. Any intruders must defeat the ritual casters before completion of their ritual.


              
                	Failure to do so will result in the additional summoning of a D-rank sub-boss entity.



                	Success will be rewarded with an additional, high-quality treasure chest


              


            

          
        


        
          	
            Capacity: {12} Monster-Points
          

          	
            Traps: {00}
          
        


        
          	
            Monster-Point prices per monster
          
        


        
          	
            F-Rank: 01
          

          	
            E-Rank: 02
          
        


        
          	
            D-Rank: 04
          

          	
            C-Rank: 08
          
        


        
          	
            B-Rank: 16
          

          	
            A-Rank: 32
          
        


        
          	
            S-Rank: 64
          

          	
            SS-Rank: 128
          
        


        
          	
            SSS-Rank: 256
          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah looks around the room. In the center of it is a raised platform with several small pillars rising in ascending elevation in an upward spiral. On top of each pillar sits a monster and in the center of them, on the raised platform, an intricate sigil is carved into the stones.


    The walls are lined with colorful stained glass windows that water trickles past. The windows show depictions of angelic entities and creatures and the tower. They show the life of Isaiah as a human and as a blackbird and as what it is now. A small window in the corner even has a depiction of Rorate. The uthra really went all out with this one.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Shadowy Monk] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Class: Monk
          

          	
            Element: HOLY
          
        


        
          	
            Type: Spell-caster, ward
          

          	
            Category: Homunculus
          
        


        
          	
            Rank: D
          
        


        
          	
            Level: 05
          
        


        
          	
            Shadowy monks are reminiscent of a humanoid species and can stem from any breed. They wear nondescript religious iconography and aren’t actually real people. Rather, they are entities created by a magical force, taking the shape of something person-like and acting in the mannerisms of such a creature.

          
        


        
          	
            HP: 30/30

          

          	
            SOUL: 44/44
          
        

      
    


    


    The monks are interesting.


    They look like humans, dark-elves and even an orc.


    Isaiah flies up to one, looking at it. The man simply goes about his business, chanting some non-descriptive words as he continues to lift his hands towards the pedestal.


    "Not bad, right?" asks Crystal. Isaiah looks towards the uthra. "Because we have a humanoid now, we can start making fake ones too," it says.


    "Fake?" asks Isaiah, looking back at the monk. He certainly looks like a real human.


    "Yeah. They’re not really real humans," says Crystal. "They’re made with dungeon-magic. So they work like any other monster, but just in a human shape," it explains. "They’re great for floors like this, where we’re selling a narrative," it says, framing Isaiah with its fingers.


    Isaiah looks back towards the monks.


    It certainly is interesting. The uthra appear to be telling a story with the design of the tower.


    "What is the sub-boss?" asks Isaiah, pointing at the pedestal.


    "That?" Crystal spins a finger. "A light elemental, probably. We can also do something more physical, like a holy drake. No dragons until later, we don’t have the budget yet."


    Isaiah thinks for a moment. "Can you make it random?"


    "Random? Sure, we can do that," says Crystal. "Let’s say… three things. So if they fail the challenge, it’ll either be a light-elemental, a holy-drake or, uh… I dunno, the reanimated spirit of a paladin?" it suggests. "That’ll keep them on their toes. If each fight has a different pattern, they won’t be able to adjust as easily. It’ll help our defenses."


    Isaiah nods. "Proceed. Thank you, Crystal."


    "Will do," says Crystal, flying away.


    Their first boss-room, apart from Isaiah’s roost. Well, a ‘challenge room’. These aren’t exactly boss-rooms, but are rather exactly what their name implies. Dungeons aren’t just rooms with monsters in them, sometimes there are mechanics and puzzles involved that need to be solved or beaten. Challenge rooms are a complex variant of these kinds of chambers.


    That being said, on floor ten, there is going to be an actual boss-room with a real, large, significant monster. But that’s not a problem for now.


    Isaiah flies up to the next floor, returning to its roost. The tower is progressing well.


    It lands on the very-big-tree and stares out over the world.


    The landscape around the tower is becoming ornate and well cared for. The buildings are filling the space nicely and the road and gardens are well tended to. The hallowed ground causes the territory of the dungeon to stand separate from the forest in a beautiful way. This whole place, even the graveyard, has a tinge of something sacred and whole to it. Something good.


    Isaiah only hopes that the humans will see it this way too.


    And as it has that thought, its eyes wandering back down to the ground far down below, it sees a curious face poking out into the landscape, followed by another.


    — Children, an orc and a human, by the looks of it.


    Isaiah isn’t sure how they avoided the wisps, but the two of them wander in for a moment, finding their way to the shrine. The orc, a girl, stops there and grabs the boy, before he can wander off. She lowers her head in prayer, clasping her hands together for a moment.


    The boy rolls his eyes, but winces as she elbows him in the side and yanks him over.


    He lowers his head too, standing there for a moment.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Prayers] ~

          
        


        
          	
            A prayer has been said at the shrine.

          
        


        
          	
            +2 EXP

          
        


        
          	
            EXP: 35/75
          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah smiles, watching as they wander around the grounds for a little. The two of them play and explore. It orders the uthra to make sure they don’t get killed by any monsters and then, after a few hours, the two children wander away, leaving back the way they came.


    "Sure we shouldn’t kill them, boss?" asks Red. "They’re gonna tell everyone about us," she says, watching together with Isaiah as they walk into the forest again.


    "No," says Isaiah. "This is good," it explains. "This is exactly what we want." Their first human contact has been peaceful. "Escort them in secret. Make sure they leave unharmed," orders Isaiah.


    "If you say so," says Red, flying off after them.


    A pair of boots walks up the staircase. Isaiah turns its head, looking at Rorate who is soaked to the bone and looks very rough.


    "…It’s really hard to get all the way up here," she says. Her new robe is dripping with water and has some cuts and tears in it.


    "Are you well?" asks Isaiah. It has no idea how she managed to get past all of the monsters.


    "Yeah, I was just wondering," says Rorate, looking at it with a curious, unsure expression. Isaiah tilts its head. "…What exactly am I supposed to be praying to?" she asks.


    The two of them stare at each other for a quiet time, the wind atop the tower blowing the strands of her long, white hair to the side.


    "Me," replies Isaiah, staring back out over the world, as the tower rises up yet another floor. "You are supposed to be praying to me."


    


    
      
        
          	
            New Area

          
        


        
          	
            ~ [Dungeon] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Floor {06}

          
        


        
          	
            The sixth floor of the tower dungeon. It is currently empty
          
        


        
          	
            Capacity: {14} Monster-Points

          

          	
            Traps: 00

          
        


        
          	
            Monster-Point prices per monster
          
        


        
          	
            F-Rank: 01
          

          	
            E-Rank: 02
          
        


        
          	
            D-Rank: 04
          

          	
            C-Rank: 08
          
        


        
          	
            B-Rank: 16
          

          	
            A-Rank: 32
          
        


        
          	
            S-Rank: 64
          

          	
            SS-Rank: 128
          
        


        
          	
            SSS-Rank: 256
          
        


        
          	
            The next sub-boss/challenge room will be available in {9} floors.


            The next boss arena will be available in {4} floors.

          
        

      
    


    




  Chapter 15: Today the faith of many will be tested and only few will pass.


    
      
        
          	
            The history of the worship of the divine goes back into the past for as long as civilization itself does and perhaps even further before that.


            From the witnessing of the first star, to the lighting of the first fire in honor of it, our ancestors have worshiped the divine, the creators of our domain, of our flesh and spirit.


            The gods of the world come and go, ebbing in and out of existence, as would the tide beneath an ever-changing moon. As people worship a god, it gains power. As generations pass and the god falls into obscurity, it loses power.


            And so it comes to be that new gods arise, taking the place of the old, as would the cycling generations of the living take over the places of their fathers and mothers.


            However, some gods manage to persist in other forms. Their old name becomes obscure, so they take on a new name. Their old image becomes indistinct and not relevant for the current cultural boundaries that they find themselves inside of, so they take on a new image.


            It is impossible to say who the oldest god is, but we know that they are real.


            Our faith tells us so.


            The era in which gods had shared the mortal world together with us is over, brought to an end by the great ash. Now, only we remain. Now, only our voices remain, rising to the heavens in reverence of the entities who gave us life and direction.


            They are not with us in body, but they remain with us in spirit.


            This, I believe.


            Let us keep the faith.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~Sister Victurio’s writings


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Dungeon] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Floor {06}

          
        


        
          	
            The Lower Viewing Platform
          
        


        
          	
            An open faced area with no walls. Rather, the outside of the floor is lined with a ring of columns.
          
        


        
          	
            Room Effects:


            
              	Ambient air currents cause any intruders to occasionally lose their footing here


            

          
        


        
          	
            Capacity: {14} Monster-Points
          

          	
            Traps: {00}
          
        


        
          	
            Monster-Point prices per monster
          
        


        
          	
            F-Rank: 01
          

          	
            E-Rank: 02
          
        


        
          	
            D-Rank: 04
          

          	
            C-Rank: 08
          
        


        
          	
            B-Rank: 16
          

          	
            A-Rank: 32
          
        


        
          	
            S-Rank: 64
          

          	
            SS-Rank: 128
          
        


        
          	
            SSS-Rank: 256
          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah looks around floor six of the tower. It has no walls. Instead, all around in all directions, the world is free to see beyond several ornate pillars, which hold the next upper floors aloft. Water runs through the floor in small, thin channels, each only a few fingers in width.


    In the center of the room is a large monster, a golem, made out of hewn, quarried rocks. It has a white, stone body and holy water trickles down from its face, carved into the image of the weeping statues on the lower floors below.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Weeping Golem] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Class: Monster
          

          	
            Element: STONE + HOLY
          
        


        
          	
            Type: Tank
          

          	
            Category: Golem*
          
        


        
          	
            Rank: C
          
        


        
          	
            Level: 06
          
        


        
          	
            A giant, stone golem, hewn from white stone. Golems are masses of inert material, brought to life by powerful ambient magics. They are highly defensive creatures and tend to never roam far from where they were created. Golems are incredibly resilient to all forms of damage. 

          
        


        
          	
            HP: 50/50

          

          	
            SOUL: 00/00
          
        


        
          	
            *Golems are highly resistant to all non-impact damage and magic (+75% DEF)

          
        


        
          	
            HOLY: Regenerates HP at a rate of 1/Second while in contact with holy water

          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah looks at the priestess, sitting on the golem’s shoulder.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Shadowy Priestess] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Class: Priestess
          

          	
            Element: HOLY
          
        


        
          	
            Type: Ward/Healer
          

          	
            Category: Homunculus
          
        


        
          	
            Rank: D+
          
        


        
          	
            Level: 06
          
        


        
          	
            Shadowy priestesses are reminiscent of a humanoid species and can range from any breed. They wear nondescript religious iconography and aren’t actually real people. Rather, they are entities created by a magical force, taking the shape of something human and acting in the mannerisms of such a creature.

          
        


        
          	
            [Holy Barrier] : Creates a thin, prismatic, vertical barrier out of holy-magic over a span of 2m*3m that absorbs {20} damage from all sources.


            [Heal] : Heals a friendly target for an amount equal to your INT + WIS

          
        


        
          	
            HP: 16/16

          

          	
            SOUL: 44/44
          
        

      
    


    


    She isn’t a real human and counts as a monster, just like the monks on the floor below. It’s an interesting set-up. The golem will patrol the room, trying to bash people off of the open-faced tower and the priestess, sitting on its shoulder, will heal it and set up barriers to protect them both meanwhile.


    "This is good," says Isaiah, feeling a breeze of fresh air move over its body.


    "Right?" asks Crystal. "I’m really getting into the flavor of the place," says the uthra. "I can hardly wait till we unlock some more interesting design elements." It buzzes around the priestess, who looks at it with a vague, indistinct gaze, before turning back to look where the golem is looking. "When is that going to be, by the way?"


    "Soon," replies Isaiah. "The first humans have arrived. They have seen us," it explains, rising into the air. "They will be here soon and we will grow faster."


    "Neat," replies Crystal. "I guess I’ll go help Green out then for now."


    Isaiah nods, watching the uthra fly away.


    


    


    


    An incursion is underway.


    Isaiah watches through the eyes of a statue as a group of goblins, led by the large one from last time, fight their way through floors one and two. This time, they were prepared and had learned from the past. None of them died outside to the wisps or to the melusine and none of them died on floor one or two either, which they have cleared out fairly quickly and efficiently.


    The large one opens the treasure-chest at the end of the bridge, being the first creature to ever do so here.


    It pulls out a sword, which honestly looks like it was too big for the chest and swings it around. Nodding, it haphazardly tosses the blade to another member of the group and then picks up its old weapon, before heading up to floor three.


    The others follow.


    Isaiah switches its view to floor three, following them as well.


    


    
      
        
          	
            - [Incursion {1}] -

          
        


        
          	
            FLOOR TWO - CLEARED
          
        


        
          	
            Intruders Remaining: 12

          
        

      
    


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Rorate] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    Rorate sits in the chapel, staring down through the grate at the fight that has happened on the bridge, one floor below.


    Honestly, she isn’t really too sure what to do with herself. Life has really thrown her into something here and she still hasn’t really managed to get her balance.


    Her? A priestess?


    She looks down at her robe again, before looking around the ornate prayer hall inside of the tower.


    …Maybe she really is still under the effects of the mushroom-brew? Or maybe it just kind of… zapped something in her mind and has caused her to become delirious? Maybe, in reality, she’s just laying out in the forest somewhere, drooling?


    Rorate shakes her head.


    No.


    This is real. The sensation of the hope she received upon meeting the creature, the divine entity known as Isaiah, was real.


    It's all real.


    She doesn’t know where her life is going and what it is meant to lead towards. But it has to be worth it. It has to be something good. Otherwise it all just doesn’t make any sense.


    A loud trampling comes from the stairwell as the goblins make their way upstairs. She sighs, getting up and dusting herself off.


    A dozen or so green faces pop up around the corner and make their way into the chapel, looking around it, looking her way.


    She supposes that she’s going to have to fight these goblins. Probably.


    — Or should she run upstairs?


    Nobody said anything about fighting. She’s just supposed to be praying. That’s what Isaiah had told her.


    …Maybe this is a test?


    Rorate thinks for a moment. That makes sense, right? This is probably a test of her faith, to see if she’ll follow through on her end of the bargain. After all the trouble it went through to save her, Isaiah wouldn’t let her die now, right?


    Rorate smiles, feeling a warm sense of unfamiliar security come over her. The goblins shift nervously, still unsure as to what her plan or the plan of this new floor are. But Rorate just clenches her hands and turns around, showing them her back as she lowers her head to the altar before herself and continues to pray.


    Water trickles noisily, running down the altar and dripping through the grates into the floors below. The goblins are quiet.


    There is a snarling as they argue about something and then, they keep on moving, simply walking past her to head to the next floor above.


    Rorate waits a moment, waiting until the sounds of all of the steps have vanished until she opens her eyes and lifts her head.


    The goblins are all gone.


    She survived.


    Her hands clasp one another.


    She passed the test, right?


    She hopes so.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            - [Incursion {1}] -

          
        


        
          	
            FLOOR THREE - CLEARED
          
        


        
          	
            Intruders Remaining: 12

          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah watches as the goblins reach floor four. It’s kind of surprised that a fight didn’t break out on floor three. It had already told Red to go there and carry Rorate away if things got violent.


    This is the highest that anyone has ever gotten though and it is honestly somewhat excited about it.


    It would be more exciting if a few of them would die. It needs the experience-points to grow stronger, so that it can unlock new areas and mechanisms for the tower. But still.


    The goblins stand on floor four, a great, half-spherical basin covered in floating stone platforms that drift apart every now and then.


    One of the goblins heads to the water, looking down into it. The green monster finds itself staring into the face of something beneath the surface.


    — It doesn’t have time to react before the melusine snaps out of the pool, sinking her teeth into its neck and ripping it down into the water. The other goblins panic, spreading out wide, as two of them are pelted off of the platform by stone arrows, launched from across the room.


    


    
      
        
          	
            - [Incursion {1}] -

          
        


        
          	
            Floor {04}
          
        


        
          	
            Intruders Remaining: 09

          
        

      
    


    


    Ah.


    


    


    


    Isaiah returns to its vision.


    It does not need to watch this senseless violence.


    The problem seems to have taken care of itself after all. Still, it’s impressive that the goblins got so far this time.


    


    
      
        
          	
            - [Incursion {1}] -

          
        


        
          	
            Floor {04}
          
        


        
          	
            Intruders Remaining: 07

          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah smiles, lifting its gaze up towards the sky.


    


    
      
        
          	
            - [Incursion {1}] -

          
        


        
          	
            Floor {04}
          
        


        
          	
            Intruders Remaining: 06

          
        

      
    


    


    "Soon," it says.


    The tower rumbles beneath its feet, rising up another level closer towards the sky. Two more wisps spawn outside in the graveyard.


    


    
      
        
          	
            New Area

          
        


        
          	
            ~ [Dungeon] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Floor {07}

          
        


        
          	
            The seventh floor of the tower dungeon. It is currently empty
          
        


        
          	
            Capacity: {16} Monster-Points

          

          	
            Traps: 00
          
        


        
          	
            Monster-Point prices per monster
          
        


        
          	
            F-Rank: 01
          

          	
            E-Rank: 02
          
        


        
          	
            D-Rank: 04
          

          	
            C-Rank: 08
          
        


        
          	
            B-Rank: 16
          

          	
            A-Rank: 32
          
        


        
          	
            S-Rank: 64
          

          	
            SS-Rank: 128
          
        


        
          	
            SSS-Rank: 256
          
        


        
          	
            The next sub-boss/challenge room will be available in {08} floors.


            The next boss arena will be available in {03} floors.

          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            - [Incursion {1}] -

          
        


        
          	
            Floor {04}
          
        


        
          	
            Intruders Remaining: 00

          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            - [Dungeon Breach Concluded!] -

          
        


        
          	
            Killed Intruders: 07

          

          	
            Average Level: 09

          
        


        
          	
            Fled Intruders: 05

          

          	
            Killed Defenders: 14

          
        


        
          	
            Difficulty: Very Challenging

          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~
          
        


        
          	
            +42 EXPERIENCE POINTS.
          
        


        
          	
            EXP: 75/75
          
        


        
          	
            EXP: 02/125
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            Level Up!
          
        


        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        


        
          	
            You are now a level {05} dungeon-core!
          
        


        
          	
            Level: 05 ↗
          

          	
            Experience: 02/125
          
        


        
          	
            Attribute: HOLY
          
        


        
          	
            Soul-Points: 21/21↗
          
        


        
          	
            Presence: 1.2054 km
          

          	
            Obols: 000
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~
          
        


        
          	
            Please choose an ability from one of the following trees.


            


            

          
        


        
          	
            - [Expansion] -
          
        


        
          	
            Focuses on spreading the roots of your dungeon for as far as you can. The further a dungeon’s reach extends, the more resources you will be able to collect and the larger your dungeon will become.
          
        


        
          	
            
              
                
                  	
                    [Shortcuts] : 

                    Allows your workers to create shortcuts at various points in your dungeon. These can be used by inhabitants and workers to quickly move between areas.


                    However, they can also be used by intruders, if they clear the floor a shortcut is located on.

                  
                

              
            


            


            


            


            

          
        


        
          	
            - [Holy] -
          
        


        
          	
            Focuses on your core attribute and imparting as much of this essence onto your dungeon as possible. Each attribute offers its own benefits and perks.


            
              
                
                  	
                    [Sanctuary] :


                    As a place of healing and protection, all should feel safe and whole here.


                    Allows the establishing of a safe room before every boss-floor of the dungeon.


                    Safe-rooms allow any intruders to heal and rest inside of them without worry of attack for as long as they wish.


                    In return, the tower will gain 25% of their MAX-SOUL for the full duration of their stay.

                  
                

              
            


            


            


            


            

          
        


        
          	
            - [Bastion] -
          
        


        
          	
            Focuses on the physical and magical defenses of your dungeon. Allows access to sturdier walls, tricks and traps and mazes and mechanisms, as well as higher level monsters to defend your floors.


            
              
                
                  	
                    [Traps] : Allows your worker minions to develop simple traps and snares in your dungeon, in order to hurt enemies before they can get too deep.
                  
                

              
            


            
        

      
    


    




  Chapter 16: The first human feet besmirch our hallowed ground


    
      
        
          	
            I do wonder at times, who was the first man to ever enter a dungeon?


            What would possess such a wild entity to delve into a place that is so dark and separate from the world?


            Pursuit of food?


            Perhaps. But what food could the dungeon offer that can not be found on the hunt?


            Pursuit of wealth, then?


            Unlikely. It seems reasonable to assume that, barring some primitive bartering, the first man would have little use of such a novel a thing as ‘wealth’ in the environment the gods had placed him into.


            This leaves just one explanation in my eyes, the innate human desire to explore, to search, to expand, to discover.


            Surely this is why the first man to enter a dungeon must have been a human.


            Not an elf, whose kind in the past preferred to live in quiet seclusion, or an orc, whose ancestors spent their years wandering over the world as nomads, or a dwarf, whose ilk had sunken so deeply into the world, that they were thought to be lost as a species.


            No. Only the human animal possesses the drive and curiosity to enter such a place for seemingly no tangible reward.


            The scholars of the other races might dispute this, as would the ‘polite’ company of so-called proper society. But I hold it to be an inalienable fact.


            There is a reason that the only cities of note in the world are of human origin.


            We are the favored.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ Excerpt from Wicker Marvin’s banned book on the topic of human superiority


    


    


    


     


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~
          
        


        
          	
            [Sanctuary] : As a place of healing and protection, all should feel safe and whole here.


            Allows the establishing of a safe room before every boss-floor of the dungeon. Safe-rooms allow any intruders to heal and rest inside of them without worry of attack for as long as they wish.


            In return, the tower will gain 25% of their MAX-SOUL for the full duration of their stay.

          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah nods, satisfied with the new ability. A safe-room, offering intruders shelter and security might seem like a counterproductive idea. However, the sole goal that they have is to build higher, faster. If harboring a few intruders allows them to achieve this goal, then it is worth the extra trouble that it will cause.


    Besides, there’s not really anything stopping anyone from stopping and just healing in any old room, after it’s been cleared. Isaiah rubs its chin in an old mannerism, its hand stroking its face and expecting to feel a beard there. But there is nothing but smooth, too soft skin.


    "It’s because there’s healing items and stuff," says a familiar voice. Crystal.


    Isaiah turns towards it, assuming it is lifting an eyebrow. Despite the fact that it does not have eyebrows. "How do you know?" it asks. "What I always think."


    Crystal shrugs. "I’ve been around the bend a few times, I know what you dungeon-cores think," it explains. "You’re not my first."


    Isaiah tilts its head. "There are others?"


    "Oh sure, there are a few. Every year we get one or two new ones and every year one or two old ones kick it," explains the uthra. "There’s always forty-nine dungeons." The uthra looks towards the sky. "I wonder who kicked it so that you could be born? Hmm."


    "How specific," notes Isaiah.


    "Don’t ask me," replies Crystal. "The gods just kind of make stuff up sometimes. I think so at least."


    Isaiah looks at the uthra, a holy creature. "If I am the first holy dungeon-core, then how are you experienced in these matters?"


    "Huh? Oh." Crystal points at itself. "We’re made out of dungeon-magic. We just take on the shape of whatever flavor of dungeon we’re a part of," it explains. "Last time I was a gnome!"


    "Last time you were annoying as shit," says a snarky voice. Red flies by, carrying a basket full of food from the forest. It seems like quite the detour, flying over the tower to go downstairs. Isaiah assumes that Red just wanted to be a part of the conversation.


    Crystal leans in. "Don’t mind her, she’s just a grump."


    Her?


    Isaiah thinks for a moment, trying to connect this new information to past memories. The other uthra, the first ones summoned in, they died forever, didn’t they?


    "Oh, yeah, they’re super dead," says Crystal, doing the thing again. The uthra makes a squishing noise with its mouth. "It’s different. If we die, we die. But if a dungeon-core gets destroyed first, we just get sent back to the spirit-world," explains the uthra. "That’s why Red’s a grump. All of her friends got squished before our last core blew up."


    Isaiah nods, understanding.


    "Anyway," says Crystal. "We’re going to have to design the safe-room to have some places to heal for free and maybe a bed or something," explains the uthra. "There are rules, after all."


    "I understand," says Isaiah. "Make it good, as always."


    "You got it," says Crystal, flying off.


    Isaiah thinks for a moment. It understands Red’s feelings, in a sense. But perhaps not. After all, its own family is still alive.


    Isaiah closes its eyes, looking through the eyes of a small statue, placed in a tree in the forest.


    


    


    


    A lone blackbird sits in a nest. Several berries surround it and it sits hunkered down on a clutch of eggs, staring around the forest with wary, unrested eyes.


    


    


    


    Isaiah opens its eyes again.


    There isn’t much time left.


    A clutch of blackbird eggs will take two weeks to hatch at the latest and half of that is already over. They need to go faster, higher. This isn’t working out at all. The tower is still so small.


    It lifts a taloned hand, reaching up for the sky, stretching out its long fingers in a vain attempt to clutch hold of it.


    The uthra are working hard. But it isn’t enough.


    Rorate’s prayers are helping sustain another worker. But it isn’t enough.


    The multiple incursions by various troops of goblins, while having been fruitful, simply aren’t enough.


    The last hope is the humans. They’re the last thing that Isaiah can count on. It needs them to come here. It needs them to worship, ideally. In the best case, none of them will attack the tower and all of them will come to pray.


    But realistically, it knows that this won’t work out. There will be a divide amongst them.


    It remembers humans.


    It had been killed by another human, back in its own human life and it had then killed that human in turn.


    The same thing will happen here between them.


    Isaiah stares up towards the sun, gazing through the gaps between its taloned fingers.


    It all just isn’t enough.


    


    
      
        
          	
            New Area

          
        


        
          	
            ~ [Dungeon] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Floor {08}

          
        


        
          	
            The eighth floor of the tower dungeon. It is currently empty
          
        


        
          	
            Capacity: {18} Monster-Points

          

          	
            Traps: 00
          
        


        
          	
            Monster-Point prices per monster
          
        


        
          	
            F-Rank: 01
          

          	
            E-Rank: 02
          
        


        
          	
            D-Rank: 04
          

          	
            C-Rank: 08
          
        


        
          	
            B-Rank: 16
          

          	
            A-Rank: 32
          
        


        
          	
            S-Rank: 64
          

          	
            SS-Rank: 128
          
        


        
          	
            SSS-Rank: 256
          
        


        
          	
            The next sub-boss/challenge room will be available in {07} floors.


            The next boss arena will be available in {02} floors.

          
        

      
    


    


     The floor of the highest platform on the tower rises up another level.


    — The sky feels no closer than it was a moment ago.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            - [Territory Breached!] -

          
        


        
          	
            Intruders: 05

          

          	
            Average Level: 47

          
        


        
          	
            Difficulty: EXTREMELY DEADLY

          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah jumps down from its roost, scrambling to the edge of the tower and looks over the edge.


    "RED!"


    "Yeah, we’re fucked," says Red, appearing next to Isaiah. The two of them watch as a small troop of people rush down the road to the tower, riding in on some very large, bipedal birds with ornate plumage and long, stiff feathery tails that sweep behind them. "It was fun while it lasted. Never built a tower before. But I guess it’s time to call it a day," says Red, flying up into the air. "I’ll go hide in the forest until you die, okay?"


    "Red," warns Isaiah.


    Red sighs. "Fine, sheesh. I’ll go… I don’t know. I’ll go get the dark-elf or something?" she suggests and then flies off.


    Isaiah looks back at the intruders. Two humans, an orc, an elf and a dwarf. That’s not counting the five birds, who Isaiah decides to overlook in its count.


    It narrows its eyes, staring at the large birds for a moment, as it begins to remember them from its own human life. ‘Anqas’.


    Isaiah closes its eyes, peering out through a statue on the grounds.


    


    


    


    "Status?" asks a human, a man. He is furiously scribbling into a ledger in his hands.


    The dwarf, having jumped off of her bird, taps the shrine with a stick. "Active."


    The male elf next to her grabs it, yanking it away from her. "Have some respect!"


    "Age?" asks the human male, walking on and continuing to write.


    "Recent. About a week," replies the dwarf, leaning down to look at the ground. She picks up a pinch of dirt, handing it to the elf, who sets down the stick and takes it, crumbling it between his fingers.


    "Element?" asks the human.


    The elf lifts his fingers to his nose. His ears twitch. "…Holy," he says quietly, surprised. The scribbling stops as the man with the ledger looks his way, he nods to him to confirm it. "Really."


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Shrine] ~

          
        


        
          	
            A prayer has been said at the shrine.

          
        


        
          	
            +1 EXP

          
        


        
          	
            EXP: 03/125

          
        

      
    


    


    The other human, a woman, walks out of the shrine. "There’s a leyline here. It’s running beneath the tower," she explains.


    "A leyline? Beneath a holy dungeon?" asks the man with the ledger curiously, looking back towards the tower.


    "Hardly a ‘dungeon’, is it?" asks the dwarf. "It looks kind of nice, honestly," she says. "Reminds me of the grand cathedral. Isn’t that whatsherface?" she asks, pointing at a statue of some goddess off to the side.


    The five of them stand there in silence for a moment.


    Off to the side of the forest, a wisp approaches from the woodland, having sensed the intruders.


    Isaiah watches in horrified fascination as the orc, who has so far been missing from the conversation, simply walks up to the wisp, taking its spell straight to her chest without even flinching.


    She lifts a hand and grabs it, simply crushing it into nothing.


    "Rank?" asks the man with the ledger, almost bored.


    "F," replies the orc, looking back his way. "E minus at best."


    The man scribbles into his book. "Initial thoughts?"


    "Check," says the elf, a priest.


    "Check," replies the human female, some kind of caster.


    The orc, clearly a physical combatant, shakes her head. "Pass."


    The man with the ledger also shakes his head. "Pass."


    The four of them look at the dwarf. "Check," she says, causing the man with the book to roll his eyes and the orc to groan.


    "Checks win," says the man, noting something in his ledger. He slaps it shut. "Let’s take a look then," he says and the five of them walk towards the dungeon-gate.


    


    


    


     


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Note for occultists]{BLACKBIRDS} ~


            


            The common blackbird, Turdus merula, is a quaint, cute little creature that lives primarily in Europe. They have a history in many ancient cultures, some of which I’d like to dig into today.


            In ancient Greece, blackbirds were seen as nothing but trouble for various cultural reasons. Essentially, the image of a blackbird was like a black-cat is seen today in many places, or a crow in some anglo regions. (Interesting to note as a side-diversion, is that many northern Germanic peoples saw crows as a good omen, this likely stems back to Norse and Celtic mythology). In Greece, it was said that if a blackbird ate pomegranate seeds, it would die.


            - If you are familiar with the story of Persephone, of old Greek mythology, (We had a trivia on her in DIS), then you will recognize the pomegranate as a symbol that bound her to return to the underworld every year, causing the shift of seasons. How it connects to the blackbird exactly is still unsure, but it is perhaps a tale relating to the migratory patterns of the blackbird? It would tie in with the seasons changing.


            On the note of omens, to return to our focus, the blackbird was actually seen as a fairly good omen outside of Greece, but one that carries an aura of darkness around itself. Sighting a blackbird was like seeing a single four-leaf clover in a famine, in essence. It’s nice, but it could be better, all things considered.


            This leads to a much later development in 1612 AD, when The Duchess of Malfi, a tragic, super sad theatrical play, was written. After this, the meaning of the depiction of blackbirds shifted culturally and instead turned into a symbol of resignation; the acceptance of something terrible. The cry of the blackbird symbolizes danger close and is best to be heeded.


            As you can see, the lore of the blackbird is very confusing. It goes every which way, depending on the specific time and culture you find yourself in.


            So let’s go a little deeper, shall we? As you recall, the focus area of this story and my writing in general is Germanic myth. So what do the Germans have to say about it?


            Well then, they take a much friendlier approach to the creature. The blackbird, in German Christian mythology, is a kind omen and is often connected to settlers who have a particularly kind or even helpful demeanor. (Further evidence of this later trend can also be seen in Irish saint Kevin of Glendalough, who is often depicted being among blackbirds). Remember the Greeks and their whole migration beef with the birds? The Germans appear to have viewed this in the exact opposite manner, holding them in very high regard.


            There is German lore suggesting that blackbirds are magical, but in both directions, good and bad. They are loosely related to witchcraft, not as directly as a crow or a black-cat, but sort of in the region. This ties in with the old symbolism of them being an uncertain omen.


            One kinder German myth states that if a blackbird lives inside of a house, that home can never be struck by lightning. A more cruel tale says that if you hang a feather, specifically the right wing of a blackbird from a string, that the people who live inside of that house will be cursed and unable to sleep. (Don’t ask what happens if you use a feather from the left wing, okay?)


            In an even darker turn, if one takes the heart of a blackbird and places it beneath the pillow of a sleeping person, they will never be able to lie, should a questioning follow after their waking.


            These mythos likely stem back to the old Germanic pagan days, when practices as shamanism were more common. But shamans and all of that are a topic for another day.

          
        

      
    

  




  Chapter 17: Red blood stains white stones


    
      
        
          	
            When a new dungeon is located and reported to a local adventurers' guild, this information is then passed on to a professional, high-level inspection team. Two of these teams are present in every major city. A primary and a secondary team.


             Dungeon inspectors go out to inspect newly formed dungeons, in order to assess their feasibility as an economic boon for the region, as well as to identify any threats that are posed to the general population of their cities by said new dungeons.


            If the inspection team deems the dungeon to be a threat, they are to destroy it immediately if possible. Should the dungeon be too strong by the time it is found to be neutralized by the inspectors, they are to retreat in order to call in a professional destruction team from the central-authority.


            Dungeon inspectors must be ever vigilant, careful and extremely curious in their nature in order to succeed at their jobs.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~A handbook on the life-cycle of dungeons


    


    


    


    "Level?" asks the human man, standing in the ankle-high water of floor one and writing into his ledger.


    The orc, her leg outstretched, stares in boredom as the slime nibbles on it, entirely ineffectively, because of her armor.


    "One," she says, kicking her leg. The slime flies off, splatting against the wall and sliding down back into the water, defeated.


    "Traps?"


    "None," replies the dwarf.


    "Effects?"


    The caster, the human woman, swings a finger through the misty, damp air, flowing down from the bridge above. "Surprisingly refreshing."


    The man scribbles into his ledger, not bothering to look up as he walks further past the gargoyles. The statues begin to crumble, coming to life right next to him as he walks past them. But he doesn’t spare them a glance, as the fighter gargoyle lifts its sword.


    The gargoyles freeze, as some sort of magic spell encapsulates them, flowing around their shapes. Everything inside of the area affected by the spell shakes and the gargoyles crash into each other, crumbling apart into a heap of indiscriminate rubble.


    The man heads towards floor two, not having taken even a moment to watch the destruction that was caused by the caster behind himself.


    


    


    


    "I like the design," says the elven priest, looking around from the bridge at the many large faces carved into the walls. He leans over, looking back down towards floor one below and then lifting his gaze to floor three above, to look at the grates in the ceiling. "It looks like all of the floors have access to each other."


    "For ambushers?" asks the caster, wiggling her fingers and causing the water on the bridge to shake and bubble up, together with the six slimes who don’t stand a chance. "Like, they’ll drop down from above after you clear the floor and get you from behind?"


    That wasn't actually the idea, but Isaiah makes a mental note. It's a great one.


    "Hmm…" says the priest, not having an answer.


    "Chest," says the dwarf, opening it and looking inside. "No traps." She pulls out a small statuette of a praying priestess. "Cute. But not useful. Looks like standard low-level junk loot," she says, tucking the statue into his bag.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Normal){Junk}[Praying Statuette]

          
        


        
          	
            A small figurine of a priestess. Her hands are locked in prayer.
          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 0.92 kg
          

          	
            Value: 006 Obols
          
        

      
    


    


    The five of them head up to floor three.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Rorate] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    Rorate clears her throat. "Welcome," she says in a deep voice, spreading out her arms wide.


    No, no, that didn’t sound right.


    She shakes her head, slapping her cheeks and rolling her shoulders to loosen up as she tries again. "— Welcome, friends, to- "


    She stops. ‘Friends’? Is that a good word to use in this context? Maybe she should say something like ‘strangers’? Or maybe something more on-topic. ‘Worshippers?’ Hmm…


    Loud footsteps come up her way and she nods to the strange, red ball of light who had warned her of the people coming. It flies away, before it can be seen.


    Rorate stands there before the altar on floor three. A stream of water runs down behind herself, soaking the altar and the stone floors.


    — Does she look okay?


    The dark-elf looks down at her robe. It looks fine, right? She doesn’t look weird, does she? Man. This is confusing. Should she wear her hood? Her robe has a hood. Would that look more… priestessy? Maybe it will make her appear more professional? She wants to get this right, after all. This is the first time that she's had a real task here.


    Rorate grabs her hood, pulling it up and then slides her hands together, beneath the opposite sleeves in front of herself, just as the strangers walk up the stairs.


    "Monsters?"


    "Optional," says the priest, looking at the spirits flying near the ceiling of the room. The orc lets out an annoyed tsk.


    "Early sub-boss?"


    "Maybe," replies the priest. The five of them stop, looking at the figure standing before the altar.


    Rorate holds out her arms to her sides. "Welcome," says the dark-elf in a low, somber voice. "Have you come to join in prayer?"


    "Fakes," notes the man with the ledger, walking on ahead and sounding very bored. "Looks like others have been here already, if the core knows about homunculi."


    "Some villagers from the area?" asks the caster.


    "Probably," replies the man, not slowing down. "We'll stop by on the way back home."


    Rorate blinks. ‘Fakes’? Do they think she's not a real person? Maybe the hood was too much after all… Should she say something?


    "Interesting layout," notes the elven priest, walking through the pews. He looks at Rorate, tilting his head. "Do you think it's parasitic?"


    "Possible," replies the caster.


    The priest nods, standing before Rorate. "I’d like to pray."


    Rorate blinks, her face hidden beneath her hood.


    She wasn’t actually prepared for this.


    How is she supposed to pray with another person? She barely knows how to pray herself. Oh gods. The dark-elf’s eyes nervously shift around the floor. She’s blowing it, isn’t she?


    Isaiah is probably watching right now, judging her for her failures, isn’t it?


    Oh gods!


    Rorate just makes something up on the spot.


    "Very well," says Rorate. "Please, lower your head and come towards the water," she guides, stepping to the side.


    — The floor is wet and she slips, loudly striking her head against a pew.


    The dark-elf lands face down in a pool of water.


    The room is quiet, apart from some scribbling.


    At this point, it’s starting to get a little weird, thinks Isaiah, sending Red back to get her. How does she keep managing to drown?


    "— A side-quest?" asks the man with the ledger, scribbling as they stare at Rorate, who is just laying there face down in the water. Bubbles come out from the puddle at the side of her face.


    "Interesting. That’s usually reserved for higher leveled cores," notes the caster.


    "Should we take it?" asks the priest. "I assume it’s a healing quest. Likely there’s some cure for her somewhere in the tower," he says.


    "Leave it. It’s just a fake. Come on. Next floor," says the man with the ledger, waving with his finger over his shoulder as he keeps walking.


    The priest nods and the five of them head upstairs.


    Isaiah watches as Red zips out from behind a statue, grumbling very loudly, as she drags Rorate off.


    


    


    


    The melusine on floor four pops out of the water, looking at the strangers.


    "Identification?"


    "Melusine," says the priest, leaning down and holding out a hand. "They’re very rare. This is a holy creature, from the rivers of the far north." The melusine looks at his hand and then slowly sinks back down beneath the waters with a red face. He smiles, waving. She disappears. "They’re very shy," he explains, getting up. "This is a good sign. They wouldn’t work for anything malicious."


    The caster destroys the two gargoyles on the other side of the water and they cross with no issues.


    The man continues to scribble.


    


    


    


    They arrive on floor five, the challenge room.


    "Mechanic," says the caster. The five of them look at the rising pillars, on which several monks stand. "More fakes. The core seems to really like them."


    The door shuts behind them and the monks begin chanting noisily. Magic flows around the room, condensing into a singular point atop the raised pedestal in the center of the space.


    "Should we wait it out?" asks the orc.


    "No," says the man with the ledger. "Looks like a standard fare timed chamber with a summon."


    'Standard fare'?


    Isaiah isn’t sure if it's frowning or not. But it had really liked this room.


    The orc walks over to the staircase, winding up past the pillars and makes her way up it. She doesn’t stop, rather, she just strikes each of the monks once with her massive fist, sending them flying to the ground, where they vanish in a puff of mist.


    "Balance?"


    "Boring," says the orc. "Looks good. This is beginner territory."


    "It could be a boon," notes the priest. "A beginner dungeon, not far from the city?" he asks. "With the holy element as well, I am sure the church will be thrilled to develop the area," he explains, sounding excited himself. "This could be a real big ticket."


    The other four nod and keep on walking.


    


    


    


    Isaiah opens its eyes.


    This is bad.


    - Right?


    It certainly isn’t happy about it. The uthra had worked feverishly hard on the tower and its defenses and these people are just… waltzing through it as if all of it wasn't even there. It’s like the whole thing is just made up out of paper.


    Honestly, it’s almost a little insulting. They could at least pretend to be bothered by the monsters and the mechanics, but no. They just seem to be collecting data for some kind of statistic.


    But now what?


    There’s only floor six left, with the golem and the priestess. Floors seven and eight are built, but they’re not developed yet. They’re just empty chambers. So that means they’ll be up here soon, up on the roost.


    And then?


    Are they going to want a fight? Is it going to have to fight them?


    Or will they be open to talking things out? The priest, the elf, he seems reasonable. He mentioned something about the church being interested in developing the area, didn't he? That could be an idea. That would be the ideal idea, actually.


    Isn’t that what it itself wants anyway? Worshipers and people of the faith swarming here to give their power to the tower? A bunch of low-level humans coming this way and dying in the dungeon, so that the tower can grow?


    Yes.


    — So, technically, this is a raging success at the moment, right? It's actually going really well, isn't it?


    It just needs to convince the inspectors to not have the tower destroyed and right now, they seem to be on board with that.


    Isaiah calms itself down.


    It’s fine.


    This is good. This is actually very good.


    Everything is fine.


    Everything is going to be o-


    


    
      
        
          	
            - [Incursion {1}] -

          
        


        
          	
            Floor {06}
          
        


        
          	
            Intruders Remaining: 04

          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah screams, letting out a shrill, harpyish shriek.


    It quickly changes its vision to floor six.


    


    


    


    The golem lets out a loud, thunderous roar, having just hurtled the unprepared man with the ledger straight off of the tower. He hadn’t been paying attention when he walked up the staircase.


    A magical aura surrounds the monster, as the stones of its body begin to crumble immediately because of an offensive spell being cast against it. However, its feet, standing in the holy-water channels that run through the floor, hold together and it begins to quickly reconstruct itself, as do the areas of its broken face that water leaks out of.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Shadowy Priestess) used: [Heal]
          
        

      
    


    


    "Healer!" calls the orc, turning her head towards the shadowy priestess, who had just healed the already quickly self-regenerating golem.


    The massive, orcish woman charges straight towards her, lifting a fist to strike the fake, human priestess, who still hasn’t dropped her hands.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Shadow Priestess) used: [Magical Barrier]
          
        

      
    


    


    A plane of prismatic, glassy magic appears before the priestess, separating her from the orc with a small window of two by three meters. The orc thuds against it, letting out an annoyed grunt.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Magical Barrier] absorbed {16} DMG
          
        


        
          	
            [Magical Barrier]: 04/20
          
        

      
    


    


    "Look out!"


    The orc turns around just in time to see the regenerated golem’s fist, twice the size of her own body, flying her way.


    She is crushed between the magical wall and the force of the leviathan stone hand. Blood and viscera sprays out in all directions, painting the stones and the floor all around them. It lands in the channels of water and trickles through the stream.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Magical Barrier] absorbed {04} DMG
          
        


        
          	
            [Magical Barrier]: 00/20
          
        


        
          	
            [Magical Barrier] has been shattered!
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            - [Incursion {1}] -

          
        


        
          	
            Floor {06}
          
        


        
          	
            Intruders Remaining: 03

          
        

      
    


    


    


    


    "RED! RED! RED!" shouts Isaiah, flapping around and jumping down from its tree in a panic.


    Red appears. "It’s going pretty well, right?" it asks. "Didn’t expect it. But I guess floor six is a real doozy after all. Must be some glitchy mechanics or something."


    Isaiah grabs Red in an unusual act. "Stop this!" it orders. "We can’t let them die!"


    "Uh…" Red looks around the roost and then down at Isaiah’s hand, wrapped around its body. "What do you want me to do about it?" she asks.


    "Stop the fight!"


    Red shrugs. "Not much I can do about that, boss," she says. "Floor six is open-faced, why don’t you just fly down there and stop it yourself?" she asks, pointing to the side.


    Isaiah blinks.


    It immediately lets go of Red and then jumps into the air, flapping its wings as it falls over the edge of the tower, spiraling down a couple of floors to floor six.


    


    
      
        
          	
            - [Incursion {1}] -

          
        


        
          	
            Floor {06}
          
        


        
          	
            Intruders Remaining: 02

          
        

      
    


    


    


    


    The tower shakes as the golem charges, pressing the human caster against the stone ceiling and smearing her from one side of the room to the other like a matchstick as it runs across the room.


    "REGROUP!" calls the dwarf. The priest comes back together with him by the staircase. The golem charges towards them, constantly regenerating because of the holy water and the priestess, who, in the chaos, has been completely ignored by the panicked inspectors. "RETREAT!"


    Isaiah flies in, watching as the two remaining strangers turn back around, stepping down into the staircase.


    The shadowy priestess lifts her hands.


    "DON’T!" orders Isaiah. Its voice is overpowered by the deafening roar of the golem.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Shadow Priestess) used: [Magical Barrier]
          
        

      
    


    


    A magical wall, like before with the orc, appears in the middle of the staircase and blocks the two of them off.


    Isaiah watches in horror as the golem, dropping the goop stick that was once a person from its hands, rolls itself together into a boulder and crashes down into the now dead-end staircase.


    The tower shakes.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Magical Barrier] absorbed {20} DMG
          
        


        
          	
            [Magical Barrier]: 00/20
          
        


        
          	
            [Magical Barrier] has been shattered!
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            - [Incursion {1}] -

          
        


        
          	
            Floor {06}
          
        


        
          	
            Intruders Remaining: 00

          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            - [Dungeon Breached Concluded!] -

          
        


        
          	
            Killed Intruders: 05

          

          	
            Average Level: 47

          
        


        
          	
            Fled Intruders: 00

          

          	
            Killed Defenders: 17

          
        


        
          	
            Difficulty: EXTREMELY DEADLY

          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~
          
        


        
          	
            +1440 EXPERIENCE POINTS.
          
        


        
          	
            EXP: 125/125
          
        


        
          	
            EXP: 250/250
          
        


        
          	
            EXP: 500/500
          
        


        
          	
            EXP: 565/750
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            Level Up!
          
        


        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        


        
          	
            You are now a level {06} dungeon-core!
          
        


        
          	
            You are now a level {07} dungeon-core!
          
        


        
          	
            You are now a level {08} dungeon-core!
          
        


        
          	
            Level: 08 ↗
          

          	
            Experience: 565/750
          
        


        
          	
            Attribute: HOLY
          
        


        
          	
            Soul-Points: 30/30↗
          
        


        
          	
            Presence: 2.50375 km
          

          	
            Obols: 000
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~
          
        


        
          	
            [+3 Ability points]
          
        


        
          	
            You may choose {3} new abilities.
          
        

      
    


    


    Now, all of a sudden, everything is oddly quiet.


    Isaiah stands there, feeling the continuing vibration run through its legs, becoming indistinguishable from the sensation of its own shaking body.


    It lifts its foot, looking down at the thick, red smear beneath itself, trickling into the water. The entity stares down at the bloodied channels, leading through the floor and its eyes follow them towards the edge of the tower. Not sure what else to do, it wanders to the edge and looks down towards the world below.


    Red water runs down the facade of the tower, flowing along the outsides, flowing all the way down to floor one and to the grounds below. Every connected floor is marked by the blood spilled on this higher one.


    This is it.


    This is the end.


    It’s over.


    Isaiah turns its head back towards the carnage.


    The golem rises back up out of the stairwell, mostly unbothered and the shadowy-priestess walks over towards it. The giant bends down and she dusts it off with a loving touch, climbing back onto its hand. It lifts her onto its shoulder, where she takes a seat again.


    A chunk of viscera falls onto her robe, down from the ceiling. There appears to be a tooth stuck in it.


    "…Red…" says Isaiah. "RED!"


    "What?" she asks, appearing next to it. "I’m not cleaning that. That’s Crystal’s job. Hey, Crystal!"


    "Yes?" asks Crystal.


    "Great job with the floor. You really nailed it with this one."


    Crystal tilts its head, looking at Red. "That’s unusual for you to say? Thank you. Anyway, cleaning detail is for Black to do," it says. "I believe the meat is spread to the graveyard and the river, yes?"


    "RED!" snaps Isaiah.


    "What?!" she barks. "I’m right here. Stop yelling."


    "What does this mean?" asks Isaiah with wide, feverish eyes.


    The golem and the priestess walk on by, continuing with their lives, which mainly consist of walking in a circle all day around the viewing platform.


    "Oh, it means we’re fuuucked," says Red, lifting a finger into the air. "So, again, I’ll go hang out in the forest, until you die, okay?"


    "How bad is it?" asks Green, popping up. "I’ve never had an inspection before."


    "I’ve never seen an inspection killed before either," says Red. "Guess they were slacking." She looks towards the open face of the tower. "I suppose being high up on a wall-less tower is very unusual for a dungeon inspection team. They weren't ready." She looks over towards the golem and the priestess. "Really powerful combination here, actually. I bet it's the crush damage. It bypasses the system," she explains. "Health-points won't help you if a twenty ton rock flattens you."


    Black, White and Gray appear.


    "So are we going to go back to the spirit-world again?" asks Gray.


    "Not until they kill Isaiah," says Red. "Which is going to be a thing that people are going to want to do now."


    The tower is quiet, apart from the trickling water and a few odd splashes now and then.


    "How long?" asks Isaiah.


    Red shrugs.


    The others look around at each other, not having an answer either.


    "— I guess until they notice the inspectors are missing?" guesses Red. "Then they’ll send in the tough guys," it explains. "The human city isn’t far from here. So… a week? Maybe?"


    A week?


    A week…


    It only has that long left until its clutch hatches too. This is a disaster!


    There’s no going back from here. There will be no way to reasonably explain this to anyone.


    - A smear of what might once have been some cartilage plops down from the ceiling, landing into a channel of water.


    "…Build," says Isaiah, staring at the floor. It looks up towards the uthra. "BUILD!" it commands, pointing up towards the sky. "NOW! HIGH! FAST!"


    The uthra, perhaps seeing the unusually wild look in Isaiah’s eyes, recognize the danger and set to work immediately, flying away.

  




  Chapter 18: We must take stock of the situation and also consider the stock of our stockpile


    
      
        
          	
            "The times I've failed?" The woman shakes her head. "More than I can count. By the grace of the gods above, I am still here. But many others were not as fortunate as I have been." She reaches down, grabbing some prayer beads from her pouch and lets them run through her fingers. She stares at the floor. "My first party, I found by myself, after I came of age and was given the class of priestess by my faith." She shakes her head and stays silent for a time. "My second party, I found after I was too weak to save the first."


            The beads spin around for a time. "This tragedy was my first crisis of faith," she explains. "Why would the gods raise me to be a priestess, teach me how to heal and cure the hurt and then, on my first breath of freedom, show me that I was simply ineffective at doing either of these things?" she asks.


            I do not feel as if she is asking me.


            "Four people died that day, because we went too deep, after I had promised that my healing was up to the task. It wasn’t." She sets the beads back down into the pouch. "After returning alone, I whipped myself for as long as I could, as penance. After my arm gave out and my other arm lost its strength too, I asked my sister in faith to continue my punishment for me. She did no such thing and instead, restrained me and tended to my wounds."


            The priestess lifts her head, staring up through the stained glass windows behind us and remains quiet for a while.


            "Through the weeks that followed after that, she became my caretaker and soon my dearest friend and then more." The priestess shakes her head. "I think I have come to understand that this was the gods’ plan all along and, despite what I had felt then and even now for those poor souls, who were given up at the altar for my lesson, I thank the heavens for blessing me with the life I have gotten to live." She rises up from her seat. "From every failure, there is something to be gained, if you dig deep enough."


            She leaves the room, walking towards another priestess who is waiting outside. I notice the old scars visible on the nape of her neck.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ Interview series six with the priestesses of the grand-cathedral, from Aro-ara’s book of adventuring lifestyles


    


    


    


     


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~
          
        


        
          	
            [Shortcuts]: Allows your workers to create shortcuts before every boss room. These can be used by inhabitants and workers to quickly move between areas.


            However, they can also be used by intruders if they clear the floor that a shortcut is located on.

          
        

      
    


    


     


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~
          
        


        
          	
            [Pilgrimage]: Wanderers drawn to your dungeon carry pieces of the world’s ambient magical essences with themselves. Upon arriving, this excess magical energy is given to your dungeon.


            Extends your territorial radius by 25%


            Grants EXP for every person who enters the dungeon's territory. The further they travel from, the larger the gain.

          
        

      
    


    


     


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~
          
        


        
          	
            [Bell-tower]: Allows the construction of a giant bell to signal the start of events, as well as the periods of a day. Attracts all attention within your dungeon’s radius towards the tower for the duration of the chiming.

          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah swipes the last window away, doing its best not to think about the mess that it’s currently in.


    These abilities are a good combination. Shortcuts will allow the uthra to work faster and the two holy abilities will draw in more weaker enemies from the surrounding region. They'll all bring the tower their passive magics, even if they don’t stop to pray. In essence, the tower now gets power from everybody who comes here; from those who pray and also from those who wander here, because of the ambient world magics they’ll be carrying in on themselves, like pollen, coating the fuzz of a bee.


    Black flies up. "All buried, boss," it says.


    Isaiah nods. "Thank you." The entity thinks for a moment. "Does the graveyard need more work?"


    "Uh…" Black rubs its head. "Well, I mean, there’ve been some animals and stuff trying to get into the graves," it explains. "We could still use a fence?" it suggests. "We talked about it, but it never really got started before."


    Isaiah nods, looking at the uthra who are just about all sitting on the branches of the very-big-tree. "Gray."


    "Make a fence for the graveyard, got it," says Gray, flying off from the branch.


    Crystal and Green raise their hands. "We’ll make a bell."


    Isaiah nods. "Make the floors first. Put the bell on floor ten."


    "Isn’t that the boss floor?" asks Crystal, shrugging. "Sure thing." The two of them fly away and set to work.


    "White, did you find anything interesting in the tunnels?" asks Isaiah.


    "Of course," says White. "Have you not been watching the stockpile?"


    Isaiah blinks. It has not.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Stockpile] ~
          
        


        
          	
            - Perishables -


            
              	Berries 

              
                	Red: 99


                	Blue: 99

              



              	Fish 

              
                	River Salmon: 02

              


            


            
              	Hunting 

              
                	Boar: 06 kg


                	Bones: 27 kg

              


            

          
        


        
          	
            - Raw Materials -


            
              	Wood 

              
                	Dead Wood: 06 kg

              


            


            
              	Stones 

              
                	Assorted: 19 kg

              


            


            
              	Quarried Stone 

              
                	{15kg}: 587


                	{30kg}: 116

              


            


            
              	Ore 

              
                	Impure Iron Ore {5kg}: 54


                	Copper Ore {5kg}: 16

              


            


            
              	Gemstones 

              
                	Sapphire: 01

              


            

          
        


        
          	
            - Fabricated Materials -


            
              	Ingots 

              
                	Iron Ingots: 32


                	Copper ingots: 12

              


            


            
              	Fabric 

              
                	{Rough Blend}: 08 kg

              


            

          
        

      
    


    


    "The ground here by the river is soft and easy to dig through, but there is a strong core of minerals not far beneath the surface."


    Isaiah nods. It points at white. "Good work. Next, find silver. Find gold. Find marble."


    "Hallow. A tall order, but I will keep the faith," says White and flies off to set to work.


    "Teal. Make bandages," it orders. "Make them look good."


    "Will do!" says Teal.


    Red is the only one remaining and the two of them stare at each other for a time.


    "…What?" asks Red.


    "Red. Are there others?" asks Isaiah. "Like Rorate? Others who would join us?"


    Red shrugs. "I mean… it’s not really normal for people to ‘join’ a dungeon, you know?" she asks. "I don’t think it’s ever happened, actually. Well, maybe apart from an odd witch or something, but that’s really about it," she says. "You gotta understand, this whole tower thing is super unorthodox."


    Isaiah gestures around them. "The territory has expanded far. The forest is big," it says. "Search everywhere you can go. Find anyone. Lure them here. Do whatever you can think of."


    Red nods. "Sure. Any preferences? Women? Children? Big, strong, hunky men?"


    "Everyone," says Isaiah. "Gather the faithful."


    Red lifts an eyebrow. "And if they aren’t faithful people?"


    Isaiah points at her with a taloned finger. "- Then make them be."


    Red hits her fist into her free palm. "Now we’re talkin’!" Red buzzes up into the air and flies off, setting to her task.


    Isaiah sighs, looking around.


    What a mess.


    It just wants to be there for its chicks, when they’re born. Why is that so much to ask for?


    Isaiah stares towards the sky, wondering about the very confusing ways of the gods.


    


    


    


     


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Rorate] ~
          
        

      
    


    


    Rorate lays on her back, staring up towards the ceiling of the room.


    Her head is spinning so much that she’s sure she had been drinking the mushroom-brew again. But this time, it aches so much more than it had done from that.


    She remembers the people coming in and her trying to do her best to fulfill her new role but then…


    — Ah! She slipped and fell. She remembers now.


    "Oh no…" mutters Rorate quietly beneath her breath, sitting upright. She messed up.


    She had been given a super simple task and she couldn’t even do that right. Unbelievable. She really is a screw up.


    Her eyes wander around the place that she’s in. This is a room, made out of ornate brickwork like the rest of the tower. It is furnished and tidy and she lays on a bed, covered. The red spirit had told her that this is her place to stay. But really, why? What’s the point of her staying here, when she can’t even be of any use to the graceful entity that had saved her life? Twice now, apparently.


    Although, through flashes of memories of her stuporous episodes, while she was under the influence of the drink, she feels like it was many more times than that.


    — Her head really is killing her.


    "Are you well?" asks a familiar voice, interrupting her melancholy.


    Rorate opens her eyes again, shooting upright in a jolt as she stares at the porcelain entity standing before her bed. It gazes around the room, looking warily around the area with twitchy, bird-like movements, as if it were paranoid about something.


    "I- I’m fine, thank you!" says Rorate, lowering her head. "I’m sorry that I messed up," she says. "I’ll pack my stuff and go."


    A warm glow fills her vision.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~
          
        


        
          	
            (Isaiah) used: [Minor Heal] on (Rorate)
          
        


        
          	
            Cost: {4} SOUL

          
        


        
          	
            Restored target HP to 100% {86%}

          
        


        
          	
            SOUL: 26/30
          
        

      
    


    


     


     


    Rorate feels her vision becoming clearer. "I would prefer it if you stayed, Rorate," says the reassuring voice. "I have use for you here. There is much work to do."


    She doesn’t understand why the divine being would see any use in her now or even before. But her throat clenches up and her eyes fall shut, pressing a fresh dew out of their corners. "…I’m sorry that I’m not useful," she apologizes.


    A hand places itself on her shoulder.


    "You are very useful," is the last thing that the celestial creature says to her.


    Before she can open her eyes again, having heard this sentence for the first time in her life, it is gone, vanished as if by the grace of the heavens themselves.


    She sits alone in her room, in her bed.


    But a warmth that lingers on her shoulder, head and in her core tells her that she is no such thing. If anything at all, she is a fool for having thought so.


    Like any other healthy adult, Rorate spends a while crying in bed and then gets up and puts on her work-clothes.


    Nobody had ever given her something as grand as the title of ‘being useful’ to live up to and now that it has happened, she can’t let them down.


    


    


    


    Isaiah shakes itself out, coming back upstairs from the tunnels. It hopes that Rorate didn't notice it scrambling away like a mole escaping a fox. It probably looked very undignified. But it loathes being underground. What a terrible place to be.


    Already upon reaching the surface world, it feels strength returning to its body and as it flaps its large wings and hovers up into the air, flying higher and higher, it feels itself becoming stronger and stronger and as it becomes stronger, so do the monsters of the tower at the same time.

  




  Chapter 19: The tower is a dangerous place to be. But outside of the tower is also a dangerous place


    
      
        
          	
            "What it’s like to be down that deep in a dungeon?" he asks me, narrowing his eyes. "I’ll tell you what it’s like to be down that deep in a dungeon." His hands rise up and grasp my neck.


            I lift a hand, gesturing for my secretary to continue transcribing the scene and for the guards to stand back.


            "It starts off like this. Not so bad, right?" he asks. "Sure, it’s a little uncomfortable, being on floor one, but we expect that, don’t we?"


            I nod.


            His fingers squeeze my throat tighter.


            "It isn’t just that the dungeon is a place that gets more difficult as you go deeper into it," he explains, staring into my eyes. I notice that he has not blinked yet. "It’s not just that there are bigger rooms or bigger monsters, no…"


            He leans in towards me. His breath smells of lavender smoke.


            "— It knows. It’s alive."


            His fingers squeeze tighter around my neck. I maintain my composure, but my throat lets out a reflexive squelch as he compresses his grip. I feel my face turning red and flush.


            "It can feel you walking around inside of it, the dungeon," he says. "Like a worm, wiggling in your guts. It can feel you and it hates you for being there. The deeper you go, the angrier it gets."


            My vision at this point becomes blurry.


            The guards step forward, but I lift my hand again, stopping them.


            "By the time you get to floor thirty, you’re not just some nuisance. You’re an active problem and it knows you’re there. It can feel you, it can watch you and it does. It does, with eyes that you can’t see." He leans in. "They’re in the walls, you know? The eyes."


            He squeezes tighter. My vision fades and my arms tremble. I undertake great effort to stop my body from instinctively fighting back to free myself.


            "— And then, when it notices you, then the rules change. Things change. The walls, the floors, the patterns. It’s like you can feel it, smashing a fist against its belly over and over so that it can kill you from the outside and shit you out."


            He lets go.


            I gasp for air, clutching my throat. My vision is filled with stars and I feel deeply light-headed and nauseous.


            The man looks down at his hands, bound in shackles. "…You’re never alone," he says, holding himself. "You’re never alone. Don’t ever trust the walls," he says, stroking the wall of his cell. "It's inside of them." 

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ Post edit transcription from an interview with A-rank adventurer [Redacted], made a ward of the nation under serious mental health concerns in the high security facility [Redacted], conducted by court evaluator [Redacted].


    Ten days before his unexplained escape


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Dungeon] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Upgraded Area

          
        


        
          	
            Graveyard {Level 1} to Graveyard {Level 2}!
          
        


        
          	
            A well kept, fenced in, holy graveyard. The bodies of the slain are put to rest here, but their spirits remain in faith. This is signaled by the strong, clean headstones that fill it.

          
        


        
          	
            25 bodies


            6 [Will o’ the Wisp]


            2 [Mourning Spirit]

          
        


        
          	
            Level {1} Effect: Summons {1} [Will o’ the Wisp] for every {4} slain combatants buried here.


            Level {2} Effect: Summons {1} [Mourning Spirit] for every {12} slain combatants buried here.

          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Mourning Spirit] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Class: Supporter (Non-Aggressive)
          

          	
            Element: HOLY
          
        


        
          	
            Type: Enchanter
          

          	
            Category: Spirit*
          
        


        
          	
            Rank: E+
          
        


        
          	
            Level: 06
          
        


        
          	
            Born of the undone soul of a person who has suffered a terrible loss, mourning spirits are the ghosts of the dead who have refused to move on to the other world. Not out of malice, but rather, in the hopes that their sorrowful lamentations will one day return the one they lost to them here, in this plane.

          
        


        
          	
            [Morrow Prayer]{Toggle}: While alive in the graveyard and mourning , all UNDEAD and SPIRIT entities in and outside of the tower will receive +1 LEVEL for every active mourning spirit

          
        


        
          	
            *Spirits do not pay SOUL to use spells. They are weak to HOLY.

          
        


        
          	
            HP: 05/05

          

          	
            SOUL: 05/05
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Dungeon] ~

          
        


        
          	
            All [Will o’ the Wisp]s are now LEVEL {03}!


            All [Mourning Spirit]s are now LEVEL {08}!


            All [Spirit of Light]s are now LEVEL {05}!

          
        

      
    


    


    "Excellent," says Isaiah, looking at the graveyard. Gray has provided metal for strong, blackened, spiked cast-iron fences that surround the entire area. "This is good work," it praises, touching the fence and trying to wobble it. It holds firm.


    "Thanks," says Crystal. "The metal has been a big help."


    


    
      
        
          	
            New Area

          
        


        
          	
            ~ [Dungeon] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Floor {09}

          
        


        
          	
            The ninth floor of the tower dungeon. It is currently empty
          
        


        
          	
        


        
          	
            Capacity: {16} Monster Points
          

          	
            Trap: 01
          
        


        
          	
            Monster-point prices per monster
          
        


        
          	
            F-Rank: 01
          

          	
            E-Rank: 02
          
        


        
          	
            D-Rank: 04
          

          	
            C-Rank: 08
          
        


        
          	
            B-Rank: 16
          

          	
            A-Rank: 32
          
        


        
          	
            S-Rank: 64
          

          	
            SS-Rank: 128
          
        


        
          	
            SSS-Rank: 256
          
        


        
          	
            (The next sub-boss/challenge room will be available in {6} floors)


            (The next boss arena will be available in {1} floor)

          
        

      
    


    


    "Oh!" says Crystal. "Green must be working without me. Gotta go!" says the uthra, before flying up towards the top of the tower.


    "Gray," says Isaiah. "How is the bell coming along?" it asks. "I would like it done for floor ten."


    Gray nods. "It’s not coming as fast as I’d like. I need some more lighter metals than iron."


    Isaiah nods. "See what you can do. Go find White in the tunnels."


    "Sure thing," replies Gray and flies off.


    Isaiah flies off too and looks to the side, looking at a bunch of loudly squawking creatures. The large birds, the anqas, that the dungeon-inspection team rode in on. They’ve been fenced in, because Isaiah didn’t really know what else to do with them.


    Rorate is down there, outside, tending to them.


    Isaiah flies down and lands on the post of a fence. The large birds, seeing it arrive, squawk and shriek loudly, scrambling away, leaving a surprised Rorate standing there, her hand still outstretched from trying to pet one on the beak.


    She looks back towards Isaiah.


    "I suppose that I am frightening for them," says Isaiah, looking around. "It is dangerous outside the tower," it explains, scanning the area.


    "Yeah," says Rorate. "Sorry. I was just thinking about a lot of stuff and I like these guys, you know?"


    Isaiah tilts its head, looking back at the cluster of birds, standing off on the far side of the fenced in space. "They’re worth a lot. If you want, I can trade them to somebody for you?" asks Rorate.


    Isaiah looks back towards the anqas. "For what?"


    Rorate shrugs. "Whatever, really. I can go to the city and get a bunch of materials and ingredients," she says. "Red told me you need an alchemy set up."


    "Red spoke with you?" asks Isaiah.


    "Oh yeah," replies Rorate, thinking for a moment. "I could also go to the east, into the deep-forest. The witch there will definitely want them. She can make some really powerful things for sure."


    Isaiah shakes its head. "The deep-forest is a bad place," it warns. "There are things there that eat birds."


    Rorate points at the anqas. "They’re pretty big and mean. They can handle it."


    "Can you?"


    "Made it through twice so far," she replies. "Plus I’m not a bird."


    Isaiah thinks for a moment. On one hand, it needs Rorate here. Her presence and her prayers help the uthra greatly. Without her, Teal will likely vanish until she returns. On the other hand, these new resources could be a boon. An alchemy laboratory needs sensitive, hard to produce equipment and a witch could have all sorts of interesting things, like…


    Hmm…


    Isaiah lifts its gaze towards the sky.


    "Of the five, we will keep two," it says, lifting its talons. "Take one to the witch. Take two to the city."


    "Sure, I can do that!" says Rorate excitedly, seemingly glad to have something more concrete to do than praying. "What do you want with the other two?"


    "Eggs," says Isaiah, rising back up to its feet and looking over towards its old nest. "I want them to make eggs," it explains, rising into the air. It looks back down over its shoulder. "Return to me soon, Rorate. I still have need of you here."


    Rorate nods and sets to work.


    "Red," says Isaiah, flying up to the top of the tower.


    "What?" asks Red, appearing next to it.


    "Follow Rorate as far as you can. Make sure she does not drown."


    Red groans. "Why do I always get the shitty jobs?" she asks.


    Isaiah shrugs. "Because you are the favorite. Go."


    Red rolls her eyes and flies away.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Prayers] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Prayers have been said at the shrine.

          
        


        
          	
            +2 EXP

          
        


        
          	
            EXP: 567/750
          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah watches from its roost as the two children from the days before arrive once again on the tower grounds. As before, the orcish girl has pulled the boy back, scolding him for not paying his respects at the shrine as they enter.


    A good child. Isaiah nods, pleased.


    It isn’t exactly sure how they got past the wisps, though. Especially now that they’re higher level. But perhaps the road is just safer to traverse than the forest?


    Hmm…


    Yes. The road has to be safer. They need it to be safe, after all, so that people can access the shrine.


    Isaiah watches them run around and explore. They never head into the tower, rather, they explore the hot-spring and play in the water for a time. Then they explore the graveyard, the girl pulling the boy along by his wrist and scolding him at the slightest hint of disrespect towards the dead and then they move towards the river.


    The river is dangerous, however.


    Isaiah returns to its vision and quickly sets to flight.


    


    


    


    The melusine sits half above the water, brushing her long, wet hair with her hands as she quietly sings to herself.


    Hearing them approaching, the monster stops, looking to the side and then quickly vanishes beneath the river, peeking out to see who has come her way.


    — Her eyes go wide as the two children stop to look at the river.


    It's only quiet for a moment. In an instant, she lashes out, her long, half-serpentine body shooting out of the water like a tendril. They barely have time to scream as she lunges towards the boy.


    Isaiah swoops down, spreading its wings and the melusine’s fangs pierce into its shoulder. Isaiah winces, recalling the feeling of something piercing its body from its old, human life.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        


        
          	
            [Damage Negated]
          
        


        
          	
            Your own monsters are unable to hurt you

          
        

      
    


    


    Water loudly splashes all around the area, dampening the sounds of shrill screams.


    Isaiah looks down at the two figures, who are clutching each other beneath its looming shadow. "Do not go near the water," warns Isaiah. It turns its head, looking at the surprised face of the melusine. The instant that she realizes that somebody is making eye-contact with her, she releases, splashing back down into the river. "- It is unsafe," finishes Isaiah, standing back upright and lowering its wings.


    The two children continue to scream and then run away, stumbling over themselves as they go.


    — But at least they help each other up, before they keep on running away.


    "Good kids," nods Isaiah.


    It turns its head, looking at the river, where a face is curiously peaking out half-way above the water.


    "Do not eat children," it warns, rolling out its tingling shoulder.


    The melusine blows bubbles beneath the water and then she vanishes.


    Isaiah stands there in silence for a time.


    Its stomach growls and it sighs. Red is the only one who can cook here and she’s gone now too.


    Isaiah lifts its head to look at the sky, wondering why the gods would make life be this way?


    It just doesn’t make any sense.

  




  Chapter 20: Shrill shrieks fill the tower like the hissing of steam


    
      
        
          	
            Fire lashes out all around us.


            Tendrils of magma whip and strike, splashing with red radiance out into all directions.


            It sticks against their shields, against their armor, but the advance continues.


            Floor five.


            Floor ten.


            Floor sixteen.


            We proceed and progress and the core of the world, despite us delving deeper and deeper into the darkness, grows ever brighter.


            The fires rise to meet us with every step. The heat comes to bathe us in its overwhelming presence, as if it were the ocean. The light of every blaze shines to meet our eyes.


            — And in every crackle of flame and behind every glimmer of a spark, lies a monster.


            Six men died on the way to floor sixteen.


            Six men more lay dead at my feet.


            I look back behind myself at the troop of soldiers, collecting beneath the nourishing umbrella that an ice and a water caster are creating.


            We’re not even close.


            The core is still eighty-four floors down.


            We’re not even close.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~A charred journal, found outside of the greater Dragon’s Pit dungeon.


    


    


    


    The blackbird ruffles his feathers, hunkering down and looking around the area.


    Isaiah, watching through the eyes of a statue, ruffles the feathers of its own wings and lowers itself down more too, settling in for the night.


    The blackbird closes his eyes, taking a rare chance to lower his guard and to sleep for a little while.


    Isaiah does the same, sparing one last glance at the collection of eggs.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Dungeon] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Floor {07}

          
        


        
          	
            The Lower Workings
          
        


        
          	
            Many waters flow through this hall, running through large, ornate pipes, which lead up to the floors above. An echo can be heard running through them. Several creatures run around, keeping everything in running shape.
          
        


        
          	
            Room Effects:


            
              	Scalding steam bursts out of the pipes at specific segments of the floor, dealing severe damage to anyone it touches.


            

          
        


        
          	
            Capacity: {16} Monster-Points
          

          	
            Traps: {00}
          
        


        
          	
            [Indoctrinated Goblin]

          
        


        
          	
            Monster-Point prices per monster
          
        


        
          	
            F-Rank: 01
          

          	
            E-Rank: 02
          
        


        
          	
            D-Rank: 04
          

          	
            C-Rank: 08
          
        


        
          	
            B-Rank: 16
          

          	
            A-Rank: 32
          
        


        
          	
            S-Rank: 64
          

          	
            SS-Rank: 128
          
        


        
          	
            SSS-Rank: 256
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Indoctrinated Goblin] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Class: Multidisciplinary (Scout/Caster)
          

          	
            Element: None
          
        


        
          	
            Type: Survivalist
          

          	
            Category: Homunculus*
          
        


        
          	
            Rank: F
          
        


        
          	
            Level: 05
          
        


        
          	
            Goblins are small, elf-like creatures that tend to have very crude mannerisms. It is rare to see a goblin alone. They survive in the wild in tribes and scout the landscapes around their cities in packs in search of food and materials. They have little industry and prefer to hunt and to steal.


            Goblins are able to communicate with people, but most people prefer not to bother, as they are viewed to be beneath polite society.


            They have an affinity for shiny things, particularly things that look like mushrooms.


            These goblins in particular have abandoned their forest beliefs and begun worshiping true divinity.

          
        


        
          	
            HP: 16/16

          

          	
            SOUL: 09/09
          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah looks at the goblins running around the tower. What an unusual sight.


    "Don’t worry about it," says Crystal. "They’re fake, just like the monks," explains the uthra.


    Isaiah nods, deciding to take Crystal’s advice.


    "Why goblins?" asks Isaiah. It had summoned the creatures, but it was at Crystal’s request specifically.


    "Well one, they’re cheap," says Crystal. "Like slimes, goblins are just kind of not worth a lot in terms of the market," it explains. "So we can get a lot of them."


    "— Are you a boy or a girl?" asks Isaiah, interrupting it.


    Crystal floats there, a hand in the air, still mid-explanation. "Uh… random? But a boy? Obviously?"


    Isaiah nods. "Continue."


    Crystal looks at Isaiah curiously and then he proceeds nonetheless. "But they’re dynamic little things and they fit in with the theme."


    Isaiah looks at a goblin. It’s standing there, aimlessly striking a pipe with a hammer. "…I am unsure," says Isaiah, watching it achieve nothing, except to make some noise.


    "No, no, believe me!" reassures Crystal. "We’ll play up the whole spiel of conversion," he explains. "Like ‘even these dumb goblins came to work at the tower’," says the uthra.


    Isaiah stares for a while. "…So?" It tilts its head.


    How unusual. Crystal is usually never a let down.


    "- So!" says Crystal. "When the other goblins from the forest get up here to see them, they’ll think we’re on the side of their weird goblin god and they’ll start protecting us!" Crystal taps its head. "It’s free recruitment!"


    Isaiah thinks for a while.


    "…Crystal."


    "Yeah?" asks the uthra.


    Isaiah looks at a pair of goblins running by. One of them trips, striking its head on a pipe. Feeling them watching, its friend grabs it and they run off. "The last goblins didn’t make it past floor four. This is floor seven."


    "Have I ever let you down?" asks Crystal.


    Isaiah turns back to look at the one goblin, who is still hammering the pipe. Though Isaiah really has no idea to what end. Maybe it just wants to look busy? The goblin nervously looks over its shoulder.


    "I will trust in you, Crystal," says Isaiah. "But if the goblins fail, I will replace them."


    "Sure, sure. About that," says Crystal. "Floor eight."


    It buzzes off and Isaiah flies after, listening to the sound of pointless, busy-work hammering from behind itself.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Dungeon] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Floor {08}

          
        


        
          	
            The Upper Workings
          
        


        
          	
            Water rushes into this room through a series of pipes from below. A constantly burning magical furnace pushes steam upwards to the floor above. The remaining water surges out of fountains. Given the space needed for the pipes, the floor consists solely of long, square treacherous walkways.
          
        


        
          	
            Room Effects:


            
              	Violently rushing water moving through the pipes makes it impossible to hear anyone speaking in this room.


            

          
        


        
          	
            Capacity: {18} Monster-Points
          

          	
            Traps: {00}
          
        


        
          	
            [Indoctrinated Goblin]
          
        


        
          	
            Monster-Point prices per monster
          
        


        
          	
            F-Rank: 01
          

          	
            E-Rank: 02
          
        


        
          	
            D-Rank: 04
          

          	
            C-Rank: 08
          
        


        
          	
            B-Rank: 16
          

          	
            A-Rank: 32
          
        


        
          	
            S-Rank: 64
          

          	
            SS-Rank: 128
          
        


        
          	
            SSS-Rank: 256
          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah sighs, looking at floor eight. By all measures, it is a very nicely designed floor.


    Floor seven is visible from up here, as this floor, eight, is another ‘bridge’ floor. But here the bridge is an odd construction that goes in all manner of directions. Sometimes it goes left. Sometimes it goes right. Sometimes it branches off and leads right into the wall of the tower. But always in square, non-curved segments.


    Massive, ornate pipes run through the area, pushing through the open spaces and letting out extremely loud hissing noises, as they rush water towards the floor above.


    — But it’s also full of goblins.


    "I know what you’re thinking!" says Crystal. "Why the heck are there so many goblins here? Again?!" asks the uthra enthusiastically.


    "— How are we able to speak?" asks Isaiah, looking at the loud pipes. The effect of this floor should muffle their voices.


    "It’s just you and us who can. Dungeon-magic. Anyway," says Crystal. "It’s because this floor and the lower one fit together as a design with the one above, so it needs to have goblins!"


    Isaiah rubs its face for a moment as it thinks. "I would prefer gargoyles," it then says, pointing at the ledges all around them. "Give them all bows. They will shoot any intruders off the bridge." It lifts its head. "Actually, I could add a priestess for the walls too." Looking down at the narrow walkway, such a combination would be viciously deadly.


    Hell. Even a golem would be a monstrosity on a floor like this, where it can knock people down a floor. They're strong in any environments like that.


    "You’re right in thinking that," says Crystal, reading Isaiah’s thoughts again. "There are much better and more creative combinations of monsters, BUT!" Isaiah lifts an eyebrow. "— Just trust me on this one, okay?"


    Isaiah shrugs. "I will. But I will replace them if they do not aid the tower," it says. "With the graveyard stronger, undead are stronger than ever," it says. "We should use more of them, perhaps."


    "No, no, no!" snaps Crystal, flying away to floor nine. "We can’t overuse the undead, even if they’re strong. Thematic design comes first!"


    "Then why the goblins?" asks Isaiah. "Golems are much prettier."


    "Because we need them! Cover your ears, by the way."


    Isaiah rolls its eyes and flies after Crystal to floor nine, neglecting to listen and to cover its ears.


    


    


    


    It should have covered its ears.


    Isaiah winces, recoiling as a harpy shriek fills its head. It quickly lifts its hands to its head to dampen the sound.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Dungeon] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Floor {09}

          
        


        
          	
            The Cathedral Organry
          
        


        
          	
            A large, ornate cathedral. On the far end, upon an elevated platform, sits an organist behind a grand organ and a choir, composed of members of all species and races of the faith.
          
        


        
          	
            Room Effects:


            
              	Members of the choir will become aggressive in waves, moving down to attack any intruders. The waves must all be cleared within 05:00 minutes, or the organist will respawn all members of the choir.


            

          
        


        
          	
            Capacity: {20} Monster-Points
          

          	
            Traps: {00}
          
        


        
          	
            [Indoctrinated Goblin] [Shadowy Monk] [Shadowy priestess] [Rorate]
          
        


        
          	
            Monster-Point prices per monster
          
        


        
          	
            F-Rank: 01
          

          	
            E-Rank: 02
          
        


        
          	
            D-Rank: 04
          

          	
            C-Rank: 08
          
        


        
          	
            B-Rank: 16
          

          	
            A-Rank: 32
          
        


        
          	
            S-Rank: 64
          

          	
            SS-Rank: 128
          
        


        
          	
            SSS-Rank: 256
          
        

      
    


    


    The room is a more advanced version of the prayer hall found down on floor three. This is a grand, ornate set-up that looks like an ornate, ancient cathedral. Intricate statues and gargoyles line the exterior. Colorful glass windows streak the walls of the tower, showing artistic visions of happenings past and future. Resounding voices ring around the cathedral, as the group of monsters sing a synchronized hymn, accompanying the playing of a massive steam-pipe organ in the back, behind the altar.


    So this is where the pipes from the last two floors lead.


    As for the ear-piercing shrieking. It isn’t a ghost or the organ or any of the choir, it’s Rorate.


    "Stop! Stop!" says Crystal, waving his hands and flying towards them.


    The music stops.


    Isaiah tilts its head, rubbing its ear as it follows and looks at Rorate. "Why are you here?" it asks her.


    The dark-elf smiles, lowering her hood. A strand of white hair falls past her face. "I was practicing to sing in the choir!" says Rorate.


    Isaiah stares at her.


    Does singing count as praying? Perhaps. Maybe in that case it doesn’t matter what floor she’s on. Though it is unsafe for her to be on a combat floor. Isaiah realizes it has never seen Rorate fight. But didn’t she clear floor one by herself while it wasn’t watching? While she was inebriated? There must be something to her in that case, or?


    "Weren’t you leaving?" asks Isaiah.


    Rorate nods. "I was. But Crystal asked me to stay here until the floor was done, so you could see," she explains, proudly. "Was I good?" she asks, her fingers clasping together. "I’ve been practicing all night!"


    Isaiah stares at her for a moment.


    It places a taloned hand on Rorate’s shoulder. "…You have a passionate heart," says Isaiah, nodding. "When you travel, listen to the blackbirds sing," it says. Maybe she’ll learn a thing or two about singing if she listens to some professionals?


    Isaiah thinks for a time.


    Can it still sing?


    It was very good at singing as a bird. Not so much as a human though.


    Hmm…


    Rorate beams, not able to contain her joy, despite her best efforts to maintain a composed demeanor.


    "I’ll get going then! Be back soon!"


    "Safe travels," says Isaiah, watching her run down the staircase.


    — She trips and stumbles down them, falling straight into a basin of holy water.


    "…Are you well?"


    Rorate awkwardly laughs, getting up and shaking herself out, pulling herself out of the water for the first time by herself. "I’m fine!" she says, and leaves the floor through a door on the side.


    "That’s one of the new shortcuts," says Crystal. "Anyway, what do you think?"


    Isaiah looks back towards the choir, staring at Crystal as he begins to speak. "This is why the goblins. We’ll fill the tower with a bunch of different stuff like goblins and humans and elves," explains Crystal, flying up to one of the shadowy monks and lifting its hood. An orc lies beneath. "That’ll sell the image of the holy tower uniting everyone different in their faith, you know?" asks Crystal, proudly. "Plus the cathedral floor here syncs up then with number ten, above," it says, pointing to the ceiling.


    Isaiah nods, relatively pleased after all, despite its ringing ears.


    "The adventurers will fear Rorate," it says, wondering how a human will react when it reaches floor nine, only to hear the siren wail of a mourning banshee.


    "Rorate? Hah! They’re going to be crapping their pants about the boss," it says. "Come on, Gray and White got the bell ready!" he explains in excitement. This proposition fills Isaiah with excitement too. The bell will be a powerful feature in expediting their growth.


    They move up one more floor, through the staircase behind the organ, which resumes playing as they leave.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Rorate] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    Rorate can’t help but keep smiling as she walks out of the tower.


    "Here, take this," says a voice next to her. She looks. It’s Teal. "It’ll make things easier for you."


    "Thanks, Tea-tea!" says Rorate in delight, taking the very nicely made rucksack from the small, glowing entity. "That’s really sweet of you."


    "No problem, Rory!" says Teal, flying off and waving. "You owe me now, so you better come back! I don't want to stay in the spirit-world."


    Rorate tilts her head and then shakes it.


    — What a world.


    A few weeks ago she was trying to kill herself with poison and now, here she is. A divine entity compared her voice to that of a bird and she’s becoming friends with magical creatures who like to give her presents.


    She slings the bag over her shoulder and heads to the anqa pen, wondering if she maybe really isn’t just delusional?


    The witch, to the east of here, deep in the darkest part of the forest — she’s a bit of an oddball and she had paid her a heavy price for that mushroom-brew. But for an anqa, Rorate is sure that she can get something good for her savior and patron from her.


    She saddles up on one of the anqas, which clicks its beak in agitation at her disturbing it. But it cooperates and they ride off, bounding across some stones in the river with ease. They break into the thick forest, heading to a dark place in the east; a place she is heading to for a second time now. But this time, for a nobler reason.

  




  Chapter 21: The boss floor and the king of birds


    
      
        
          	
            Every dungeon has to itself more than just tricks and traps and silly, little goblins.


            As is customary for their sort, each dungeon has an established pattern of floor design. Typically, there are normal floors, challenge floors and boss floors. However, not all dungeons hold themselves to these standards, as some more exotic examples are to be found around the world.


            A 'normal floor' is what one would expect it to be. It is a floor full of what one could describe as average, predictable monsters and traps for the climate.


            A 'challenge floor' is a floor that requires less violence in some cases and more mechanical know-how. These often involve complex puzzles, traps and timed challenges.


            A 'boss floor', finally, is a dungeon’s strongest line of defense, but the one it can field the least often. It is assumed that this is because of the intense magical requirements needed to sustain a boss-level entity.


            Boss: A 'boss' is a particularly high-level, or otherwise dangerous, unique encounter meant to pose a significant challenge to any intruders. Given the incredible amounts of ambient dungeon-magic needed to sustain them, a boss can only be summoned at the end of every segment of a dungeon.


            Segments of a dungeon can vary from dungeon to dungeon. Typically, the length of a segment is six to ten floors. After the end of a segment, one can expect a slight thematic shift in the next segment of the dungeon.


            Boss entities can diverge from traditional monster pools and are often deeply characteristic of a dungeon’s aspect or origins.


            While common enemies, such as slimes, might be seen in just about every dungeon. No boss entity has ever been seen in more than one dungeon, as they are bespoke, unique encounters, hand-made by a dungeon-core to deter any outsiders.


            These, like challenge rooms, can also field unique requirements in order to be beaten. However, most often, it is simply a matter of murder.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ Vidalia’s notes on dungeon dos and don'ts.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Dungeon] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Floor {10}

          
        


        
          	
            The Bell Tower
          
        


        
          	
            The bell tower is an open-faced arena with a massive, inscribed metal bell at its center. Water pours down its glistening surface from above, filling the pools that fill the floor. Given the lofty heights, strong gales of wind surge past the pillars, threatening to throw anyone off of the many suspended walkways.


            The bell will ring three times a day on its own, at nine AM, twelve PM and six PM. But it will also be rung every time it receives damage of any type.

          
        


        
          	
            Capacity: {01} Boss
          
        


        
          	
            [Garuda]
          
        


        
          	
            Boss room: In order to progress, this boss must be defeated.
          
        


        
          	
            Upon success: Spawns {01} random, high-quality item of a level equal to this floor’s, according to the item drop pool of the boss entity.


            Activates a shortcut to use at the entrance, which leads up to this floor.

          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Dungeon] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Bell Effect: [Baptism of Bells]: Upon ringing, the noise of the ringing bell will be emitted in all directions up to a distance of {DUNGEON-TERRITORY * 2}

          
        


        
          	
            [Baptism of Bells]
          
        


        
          	
            
              	All demons within this area are repelled.



              	All ambient DARK-magic is repelled.



              	All beings within dungeon-territory will feel an innate desire to pay notice to the tower from wherever they are.


            

          
        


        
          	
            While boss-encounter is active


            
              	  The boss will heal HP at a rate of {01}% for every evil force repelled.



              	  Boss-arena effect will activate.


            

          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah flies, looking around at floor ten. It’s certainly an interesting place.


    In the center of the floor is a gargantuan metal bell, suspended from the ceiling. Its massive exterior is an exquisite artwork in and of itself.


    Straight, linear walkways fill the floor at varying heights and angles, surrounding the bell as if it were an insect, suspended in a spider’s web. They’re set into the pillars on the exterior of the tower, splaying out, as if they were branches from a tree.


    Isaiah looks down.


    The ceiling of floor nine, so the ‘floor’ of floor ten is sharply slanted to an upwards pointing spike that leads up towards just beneath the bell. Anyone who falls off of a walkway here, all of which are without railings or guards, is going to fall down there and then slide straight off of the side of the tower.


    It's probably not a great way to die. But if they insist on trying to attack Isaiah’s home with enough will to make it all the way up here, then perhaps this is simply what has to be.


    "That’s not even the best part," says Crystal. "I really saved up a whole mass of dungeon-magic for this one," he says, leaning in towards Isaiah, a hand by his mouth. "That’s why the goblins are on floor eight," it says. "They’re cheap. Less magic drain there means we can do more exotic things up here with our budget."


    Isaiah sees nothing new.


    "Well…?" it asks, looking around.


    "Wait. It’ll be right about… now!" says Crystal.


    The bell rings, striking its first chime of the day. Nine in the morning. Given its exorbitant size, it’s expectedly very loud, filling the air with a heavy, deep reverberation that Isaiah feels in its bones, even at this distance. The forest around them erupts in a disturbance, as flocks of frantic birds fly off into the sky, having been startled from their roosts.


    The tower rumbles, shaking, as the pillars holding the walkways aloft begin to rotate around the edge of the tower in a slow, grinding circle. All of the long walkways begin to move, spinning around the bell, until they’ve turned a full quarter turn.


    Something shrieks, overpowering even the deafening noise of the bell. Isaiah turns to look as a monstrous entity swoops down through the sky, shooting into the tower, just barely missing the pillars with its incredible wingspan.


    In a strange flashback, Isaiah is reminded of the eagle it had once seen, swooping a fish out of a river, back during the first day of its rebirth.


    The monster, larger than anything it has ever seen before, lands on the walkways, its body spanning over several of them. Its talons on each foot wrap around each of the single platforms with ease.


    It’s giant.


    "Crystal…" says Isaiah, looking at the leviathan monster. It is a bird-like creature with golden wings, flush with a rich, jewel-like plumage. If it were standing on the forest floor, it would easily reach the second floor of the tower with slacking posture.


    "I know, right?" asks Crystal. "Bosses are my favorite."


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Garuda] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Rank: C
          
        


        
          	
            Level: 10
          
        


        
          	
            A divine entity. Garuda is the king of birds. It is said that the flapping of its wings is enough to bring both the heavens and the hells to a total standstill. This creature carries a strong distaste for injustice and has a particular, very specific hate for snakes. Garudas are extremely intelligent and powerful.

          
        


        
          	
            Boss tactics

          
        


        
          	
            Aerial phase


            The garuda will fly around the outside of the tower, before swooping in and striking in an attempt to destroy platforms and knock anyone it can off of their footing. It will attempt to fly around the bell as often as it can, in order to punish inaccurate spell-casting and distance attacks.

          
        


        
          	
            Ground phase


            The garuda will land on the walkways, making a full section unusable for the duration of the phase. Here it will flap its wings in targeted, powerful gusts, trying to throw enemies off of the tower.

          
        


        
          	
            Secret encounter tactic


            Garudas will not attack HOLY attributed combatants in particular, as well as anyone deemed to have a pure soul. They are avid listeners and, if spoken to by such a person, will listen to whatever they have to say.

          
        


        
          	
            HP: 80/80

          

          	
            SOUL: 100/100
          
        

      
    


    


    "It’s… very large," says Isaiah, staring at it. The garuda is a real beast. Are dragons even this big?


    Isaiah blinks, remembering that it remembers dragons.


    "Dragons get pretty big, but he’s up there all right," says Crystal, reading Isaiah’s thoughts again. "For our first boss, it’s a bit much. But we can get away with it because the mechanics are so simple." Crystal taps his head. "Spend smart. Usually a massive encounter like this would be floor thirty, earliest."


    Isaiah nods, impressed.


    The intruders will have to fight on a series of stone bridges, each at varying elevation and angle, with no real easy way to cross between them. Meanwhile, the garuda will swoop in and try to throw them off. So their only real chance of damaging it, while it’s in the air, is to use spells or arrows.


    But if they miss and hit the bell, they’ll cause the walkways to shift and maybe even inadvertently heal the boss too.


    The ground phase is when the close-combatants can get their strikes in, if they reach it before it flies off again.


    As for that one weakness, it’s somewhat specific and vague. They’re going to have to look out for that, but nothing is perfect, after all.


    


    
      
        
          	
            - [Territory Breached!] -

          
        


        
          	
            Intruders: 06

          

          	
            Average Level: 11

          
        


        
          	
            Difficulty: Normal

          
        

      
    


    


    "Oh, well, would you look at that," says Crystal. "I guess the bell pulled them right in."


    Isaiah looks down at the intruders on the tower grounds.


    A group of humans comes down the road.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Pilgrimage] ~

          
        


        
          	
            The tower gains ambient magics from the arrival of strangers.

          
        


        
          	
            +06 EXP

          
        


        
          	
            EXP: 573/750
          
        

      
    


    


    "You think it’s just them?" asks Crystal. "I guess the city is still pretty far off. But look, neat, you can totally see it from here!" says the uthra.


    It is true. From floor ten, as high up as they are, the city is very clearly visible from here. This of course means, they are the same from there.


    "More will come," says Isaiah.


    "Guess I better get back to work then!" says Crystal.


    The humans wander around the grounds, looking at everything and Isaiah watches. It digs its talons into the stones, leaning down over the ledge. It needs them to go into the tower. It needs them to die inside of the tower. Doesn't it?


    Time is running shorter than ever. At this rate, even with the multiple bonuses stacked together and the new floors, the tower just isn’t close enough to being as high as it needs to be.


    Isaiah narrows its eyes, watching the humans below. It doesn't really want anyone to die. That's not what this place is supposed to be. But, the death of a human inside of the tower will bring a great boost of experience and power at a very fast pace, if the death of the inspectors was any indication.


    At the very least, they’re better behaved than the goblins and they don’t break anything. But that isn’t much of a help.


    One of them stops to pray at the shrine. A priestess.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Prayers] ~

          
        


        
          	
            A prayer has been said at the shrine.

          
        


        
          	
            +01 EXP

          
        


        
          	
            EXP: 574/750
          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah makes a note to spare that one if it comes down to it, experience points or not. Another one of them enters the shrine with her and places a small object into the box.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Donation Received] ~

          
        


        
          	
            A donation has been left at the shrine

          
        


        
          	
            +01 OBOL

          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Obols] ~

          
        


        
          	
            A donation has been left at the shrine

          
        


        
          	
            +01 OBOL

          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            {Polished}(Normal)[Obol]

          
        


        
          	
            An Obol.


            Obols are the popular denomination of currency. They are small, round, imprinted coins most often made out of mixtures of silver, copper and bronze. Obols can be exchanged for goods and services.

          
        


        
          	
            Current market estimations:


            1 x [Loaf of Bread {500 g}] = 11 Obols


            1 x [Small Health Potion {0.33 L}] = 30 Obols


            1 x [Impure Iron Ingot {5.0 kg}] = 24 Obols

          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 0.08 kg
          

          	
            Value: 001
          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah makes another note to spare that one too, with the spiky hair, if the decision should arise.


    It lifts its gaze towards the sky, watching as a massive shadow flies past, obscuring the light of the sun.


    It’s still so far away and there aren’t many days left. Perhaps it is best to not make this choice at all? If the humans want to enter the tower at their own risk, that is their choice to make. If the humans want to come here and worship in awe and reverence, that too is their choice to make. But for them to do either, they must all know of the tower's undeniable existence.


    Isaiah spins around, flying towards the bell and strikes it as hard as it can. The giant construction rings out noisily, its voice cascading across the landscape and Isaiah hopes that it stretches all the way towards the human city. It wants them to hear it. It wants them to come and, in fact, one more does, creeping out of the forest with a curious face.


    


    
      
        
          	
            - [Territory Breached!] -

          
        


        
          	
            Intruders: 01

          

          	
            Average Level: 08

          
        


        
          	
            Difficulty: Easy

          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Pilgrimage] ~

          
        


        
          	
            The tower gains ambient magics from the arrival of strangers.

          
        


        
          	
            +01 EXP

          
        


        
          	
            EXP: 575/750
          
        

      
    


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Note for occultists]{GARUDA} ~


            


            ‘Garuda’ finds its origins in Hindu religious mythology. However, it is also mentioned in both the Buddhist, as well as the Jain spiritual systems. It is considered a demi-god, rather than a typical spirit or creature.


            In the real mythology, Garuda has two forms. One of them looks more like a somewhat rounder, male harpy. The other, which we have gone for here, is a large, bird-like entity, more akin to an extra large gryphon (More on gryphons another day). As a demigod, Garuda is held to be a sharply vigilant protector and, interestingly, the enemy of every snake and serpent ever. As such, he remains a popular icon on real-word insignias of both the Indonesian coat of arms, as well as in several Indian military units.


            The lore here gets very interesting, but it is deeply religious in a more concrete way than our usual trivias, so I can’t go too deeply into it because of reasons. But what I can get into is that Garuda has his own short, epic poem (epic in the old sense of the word, not in the cringy new meaning) called the Suparṇākhyāna (“Chapter of the Bird”). Unfortunately, most of the poem was destroyed by time and the elements before it was found. It reads as follows


            
              A cry of thunder reaches the clouds; The waters that are yours shall reach the peaks of mountains; The shores shall be indeterminate and the frog-mothers will croak in confusion in their night-search of land; Deadly gales will drain cows, leaving trails across the sparse land; Wild beasts will come in hungry search of this place;

            


            Any connections readers might find between this poem and my other story, Weaponsmith, should not be worried about. As for Garuda, in Buddhism, these are a race of leviathan, predatory birds who hunt a race of snake people known as ‘Nagas’. They kill them by picking up the nagas and dropping them from great heights. Funnily enough, the nagas learned to counter-act this trick by… eating a ton of rocks until they were too heavy to be picked up. (No really).


            To fight against this, the Garuda’s started picking the nagas up instead by their tails and shook them out until they vomited.


            For those of you interested in Chinese lore, Garuda found his way there and is referred to as Great Peng, the Golden-Winged Illumination King (大鵬金翅明王) , which is a pretty damn cool name if you ask me.

          
        

      
    

  




  Chapter 22: Faith.


    
      
        
          	
            "My biggest tip on dungeoneering?


            — Wipe your feet.


            I know that you might be thinking; what’s the point of such a dumb gesture when you’re entering a dungeon? A dungeon that is likely chock full of mud, slime, gunk, goo and froths of twenty different shades?


            I’ll tell you why you should wipe your feet. It’s a real simple reason.


            Respect.


            You need to understand that a dungeon isn’t just some random hole in the ground. It’s not just a cave or some pit. It’s a delicately crafted, constructed place, where something lives.


            That something is very much alive and very much aware of who is inside of its home.


            Sure, that something may try to beat my ass every time I come by. But it’s what I need to take into consideration, just as if I were breaking and entering into a cottage as a burglar. There’s a risk to the job.


            So you can bet your biscuits that I’m not going to make it angrier than it already is by dragging mud in from outside.


            — Wipe your feet. Thank the dungeon for any chests you find. Apologize if you break anything unusual during a fight. Pick up your trash.


            When things go sour, those little details might be the difference between you getting sent packing with a bruise on your ass or not being able to feel your body ever again by the time night falls.


            Call me crazy if you want to. But the fact remains that I hold the world record for being the sole survivor of over seventeen adventuring parties.


            And no, I don’t tell anyone at the guild how many failed groups I’ve been in if they ask me about my experience.


            Then, when we go, they always make fun of me for wiping my feet.


            Joke’s on them, I guess."

          
        

      
    


    


    ~Interview with [Redacted for privacy reasons], unconfirmed current holder of the record of sole survivorship after party wipes.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Rorate] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    Rorate sits on the anqa, riding through the overgrown forest.


    Despite the thick foliage, the anqa seems to find its footing relatively easily and wanders towards the east, towards the space where the woodland becomes noticeably denser.


    It’s hard to explain, but Rorate can’t help but feel that the trees, thickly lining them on both sides, seem to be shifting and moving the deeper that she pushes into the forest. Not in any active fashion, but rather, the once scattered trees seem to be growing now in straighter, narrower lines. Their branches are woven together, their trunks twisting around each other. It's like they're funneling her into a set direction.


    Eventually, there is only one path left and it leads straight ahead, down an unnatural alley of perfectly aligned trees.


    They’re just as green and as alive as any other trees in the forest. But there is a difference to the ones this far in the eastern half of the wood.


    Their leaves seem to catch the sunlight just a little wrong. It is as if the glossy reflections, expected of their smooth surfaces during such a sunny day as today is, just aren’t all in the right places. They’re off by a few degrees, as if the light that they were catching was coming from a source separate from the sun.


    The grass, while green and healthy, seems to be oddly… stiff.


    Rorate lowers her gaze, watching as the grass that the anqa treads on remains perfectly untouched, the moment it lifts its heavy, taloned feet off of it. It looks like it was never stepped on at all. There isn’t a single bent blade anywhere, not even through any other natural occurrences, such as wind.


    The grass is too perfect and it remains that way.


    The dark-elf grips the reins of the anqa and lifts her head, holding her shoulders back stiffly.


    A witch is a powerful being. It isn’t entirely human anymore. It isn’t entirely inhuman either. It’s a strange affliction that causes a person to become something in between. Reclusive. Odd. Other.


    Witches are reviled by society, most of them having been outcast, killed or driven into hiding.


    She herself had come here weeks ago, to find a way to die painlessly. Now, she’s going back, dressed as a priestess, riding an anqa.


    Rorate looks down at herself.


    Life sure is funny, isn’t it?


    She almost wishes she had some of that mushroom-brew left, so she could laugh about it.


    The forest grows darker.


    She gulps, as the anqa carries her into the shadowy part of the wood.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    The larger group of humans are in the hot-spring.


    Isaiah watches them swim around, enjoying themselves. They’re a playful bunch and are opting to splash around in play, rather than to just quietly relax.


    It shifts its vision.


    


    


    


    The straggler who had wandered into the territory by himself is outside, skulking around the tower's grounds.


    He’s a hooded figure, carrying a notebook. He appears to be making notes and sketching the place out.


    Isaiah looks closely, seeing that he’s drawing a rough map.


    — A cartographer?


    Maybe it’s some entrepreneur, hoping to make maps of the dungeon to sell?


    Isaiah returns to its normal vision.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Rorate] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    Rorate dismounts, holding onto the anqa’s reins with one hand and letting her other rest against its body as her wary eyes wander towards the small, crooked house, standing in the middle of the forest, all by itself.


    The house is odd in that it’s octagonal, coming together with a pointed roof in the center. It is just as unnatural a thing as the rest of the forest is. But everything about it is just a bit… run down.


    The craftsmanship is well-meant, but poor. The maintenance is non-existent and the house looks to be as overgrown as any old rock or fallen log in the forest.


    Cautiously, she lifts a hand to knock on the door of the witch’s house.


    Rorate notices that her legs are shaking.


    Now that she has a will to live, standing here, in the shadow of the creature just beyond this door is… terrifying. It’s terrifying in a way that it wasn’t only weeks ago. A voice inside of herself is screaming to turn around, to get back on the anqa and to ride away from here as fast as she can manage. She even finds her foot grazing back a step, away from the house, her body almost getting ready to leave without the anqa.


    — A spontaneous gust of wind breaks through the tight forest overgrowth. The long-traveling breeze blows down a cascade of many leaves and many more colorful flower petals.


    Rorate’s eyes go wide.


    It looks just like it did back then, when Isaiah had spoken to her for the first time atop the tower.


    This is a sign.


    Isaiah is with her.


    Rorate exhales, holding a hand against her chest for a moment as she feels her heart beat.


    The woman nods, steeling herself, as she knocks on the door, having found fresh strength from a well that she had never tapped into before.


    Faith.


    Rorate knocks on the door again.


    She has faith that the divine being who saved her will keep her safe.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah stares with narrowed, annoyed eyes, as it watches the adventurers traipse around the tower.


    First they went to the hot-spring. Then they went outside to kill the respawning wisps a few times. Then they went to the graveyard and walked through it, before heading to the river and scaring away the melusine by looking at it, while it was singing to itself.


    The shy monster is currently hiding behind some reeds, waiting for them to leave.


    — And now they’re back in the hot-springs, just kind of floating around the water again.


    "RED!" barks Isaiah.


    "What?" asks Red, flying in. "You don’t always have to yell. Damn."


    Isaiah looks at the entity, feeling a tightness in its own chest for a while. It then sighs, dropping its shoulders.


    Why is it getting so tense and upset?


    There is still a little time before the eggs hatch. Not much. But a little. Yelling at its helpers isn’t going to be productive or useful.


    "…I apologize," says Isaiah, turning back down to look off of the tower. "I find it stressful, having humans here."


    "Well, wasn’t that the plan?" asks Red.


    Isaiah nods. "It was. I suppose I was not ready for it," explains the entity. "I expected them to walk right inside, to get right into a fight and then die, like the goblins did."


    Red floats there for a while, her arms crossed. She turns her gaze, looking down off of the tower towards the blobs bobbing around the landscape.


    "Your problem is you’re watching them," says Red.


    Isaiah perches itself on its branch, not sure what Red means. "Why would I not watch them?" asks Isaiah.


    "Why would you watch them?" counters Red. "Are you going to get into the fight yourself? They’re not a serious threat."


    "No," replies Isaiah. The dungeon will do all of the fighting in this case.


    "Exactly," says Red, flying after Isaiah. She pats it on the shoulder. "Your problem is that your old human side is getting in the way," explains Red. "That’s why you’re stressing out." She points down at the blobs. The people. "You’re humanizing them by watching them. That’s making you stress out because you know that they have to die," says the uthra. "It’s like giving a slaughter-animal a name. Just don’t do it."


    Isaiah stares for a time, processing everything that has happened so far. "…Has it really come to this?" it asks. That it must make what can be compared to a slaughter-house for people, humans, elves, orcs, dwarves, in order to achieve its goals? Was the whole purpose of the passive experience-points gain for the tower not to avoid this?


    But those mechanisms are too slow and it only has precious few days left before the eggs will hatch.


    "Hey," says Red. "Don’t ask me. You want to build a giant tower so that you can get turned back into a bird or not?" she asks. "That’s what we’re doing here, right?" The uthra tilts her head. "Because if not, it’s too late to get off the cart now. We’re already rolling downhill."


    "Would you?" asks Isaiah, looking at Red. "If you could get your partner back?"


    Red looks at Isaiah, crossing her arms. "Fucking Crystal… never keeps his damn mouth shut." She’s quiet for a time.


    Perhaps that was a rude thing to ask? Isaiah is uncertain. It remains silent.


    "Yeah," says Red, finally. "I’d do anything I could." She looks towards Isaiah. "You have a chance that not all of us get," explains the uthra, pointing at the entity. "Don’t pass it up because you’re getting doubts now. You’ll regret it if you do."


    Isaiah looks at Red for a while and then nods.


    "Thank you, Red," says Isaiah, lifting its gaze towards the sky instead. "Then I will simply have faith."


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Rorate] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    Rorate stands there, inside of the house. Her robes, white, are bathed in creeping shadows that squirm and crawl along her skin. The darkness of the room moves in an unnatural, unexplainable fashion, rising and falling over her like the crashing waters of the ocean.


    The dark-elf stands up straight, looking ahead of herself at the silhouette of a woman, who is leaning back on a rickety, wooden chair that creaks like an old ship at sea.


    "Witch of the south," says Rorate, looking at the crooked, bony figure who sits there. A large, flat-brimmed hat is draped over her head to hide her eyes, even inside of the dark room. A long, thin, smoking stick is held in her fingers, releasing a sweet smoke that smells of juniper and summer wild-fire. "I’ve returned."


    The witch does not speak. She does not lift her head. She does not move apart from the lifting of her arm to take a long pull of the smoking stick. The shadows continue to move over them, together with the thin whisper of rising smoke that slithers through the room.


    "Witch Perchta." Rorate pulls her pursed lips apart, fighting off the terror of her body. "- I want to make another trade."

  




  Chapter 23: Today we grow not in size, but in quality


    
      
        
          	
            Dungeons, as far as we know, have little use for such an abstract thing as money. Yet, they are brim full of it.


            Monsters carry coins. Chests are filled with heaps of precious stones and jewels. Mountains of Obols can be found laying around in seemingly random corners and places in some dungeons.


            — But to what end?


            Sometimes money is used as bait to lure in the greedy and the unprepared into traps and ambushes. Dungeons are well aware of the fact that those who intrude on them are there to make a gain of some sort. This is where we see the origins of the infamous ‘mimic’ monster; a creature that looks exactly like a treasure-chest, belonging to that particular dungeon.


            Rare jewels, we can imagine more concrete purposes for, as they are often found embedded in magical mechanisms, or used to summon particularly potent monsters of various elements, corresponding to the type of jewel.


            A striking example of this was found in the now destroyed dungeon, the Emerald-Heart. The Emerald-Heart held a natural abundance of rare emeralds in the underground cave-system it appears to have been birthed in. Feasting on the precious stones, the dungeon-core transformed the entire natural cave-system and mine-shaft into a bizarre underground forest full of trees that hung from the ceilings like stalactites, full of incredible natural monsters far beyond its level.


            Given the wealth present here, it only made sense to destroy the core and harvest the mine. The Emerald-Heart reached a depth of nearly fifty floors, before it was permanently destroyed and its hollowed out tunnels used as a pre-made mining facility.


            As for things such as Obols, our common currency, we simply don’t know.


            There are many theories as to where dungeons get these tokens to begin with. Some hold that the dungeons create them through the same process of magical creation as their own walls and floors.


            Others argue that the dungeons simply take the coins brought to them by those who fail to survive their incursions.


            Others still whisper that dungeon-cores establish rare, secretive connections with merchants, in order to move items between the human economy and their own secretive lives. But this theory makes little sense, as a dungeon-core would simply have no need of money.


            It remains a mystery.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ Excerpt from Barnatus Barnacious’ Big Book of Dungeons


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            New Area

          
        


        
          	
            ~ [Dungeon] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Floor {11}

          
        


        
          	
            The eleventh floor of the tower dungeon. It is currently empty
          
        


        
          	
            Capacity: {24} Monster-Points

          

          	
            Traps: 02
          
        


        
          	
            Monster-Point prices per monster
          
        


        
          	
            F-Rank: 01
          

          	
            E-Rank: 02
          
        


        
          	
            D-Rank: 04
          

          	
            C-Rank: 08
          
        


        
          	
            B-Rank: 16
          

          	
            A-Rank: 32
          
        


        
          	
            S-Rank: 64
          

          	
            SS-Rank: 128
          
        


        
          	
            SSS-Rank: 256
          
        


        
          	
            The next sub-boss/challenge room will be available in {04} floors.


            The next boss arena will be available in {09} floors.

          
        

      
    


    


    "Hey, is the tower getting bigger?" asks the human man.


    His friends look up towards it. "Wow…" says the elf next him in a hushed voice, her ears twitching as the upper platform of the tower rises up another floor in height. "That’s super weird. How did it do that?" she asks, looking at someone else. "Did you see anyone?"


    "No…" replies the other elf of the group. "It just kind of -" He holds his hands together and then lifts them apart as she speaks. "- Got bigger. Crazy."


    "So it’s a dungeon, right?" asks the man, looking at the entrance. "Shouldn’t it be going down?"


    His party-member places a hand on his shoulder, gesturing around to the area. "Pretty sure the other dungeons I’ve been to didn’t have a hot-spring either," she says.


    "Fair point."


    It’s quiet for a while.


    "So… what’s wrong with it?" asks the male elf. "Should we go inside and look? It doesn’t look so bad," he says, scanning the area. "If it’s a new dungeon, everything is probably still super low level."


    "It’s clearly a holy place," replies the other elf, gesturing to the statues around them. "Listen…" she says, lifting a finger.


    "To wha-"


    "— Shh!" She hushes the man, holding a finger to his lips.


    The four of them stand there in silence, listening to the noises of the world around them.


    The river babbles, carrying a quiet song of the melusine, which is indistinguishable from the excitable, chirping birds who surround the tower. The leaves of the dense forest, lush and verdant, rustle in quiet unison as a soft breeze moves through the glade.


    Peaceful. It is simply peaceful.


    "Don’t you feel it?" she asks, breaking the spell of the world. She leans down and runs her hands across the soft, blueish grass. "This place is sacred," she explains, picking up a pinch of dirt and smelling it.


    "Sacred?" asks the man, lifting an eyebrow. "It’s just a weird dungeon, isn’t it?"


    The elf shakes her head, getting up. "This place is touched by the divine," she says, looking around. "This is a special place," she explains. "Don’t treat it like it’s just some hole in the ground."


    The tower rumbles and the four of them look back towards it, as it grows another floor in height.


    "How the hell…" mutters the man.


    But the elf lets out an awed gasp, watching it rise. She clenches her hands together by her heart.


    


    
      
        
          	
            New Area

          
        


        
          	
            ~ [Dungeon] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Floor {12}

          
        


        
          	
            The twelfth floor of the tower dungeon. It is currently empty
          
        


        
          	
            Capacity: {26} Monster-Points

          

          	
            Traps: 02
          
        


        
          	
            Monster-Point prices per monster
          
        


        
          	
            F-Rank: 01
          

          	
            E-Rank: 02
          
        


        
          	
            D-Rank: 04
          

          	
            C-Rank: 08
          
        


        
          	
            B-Rank: 16
          

          	
            A-Rank: 32
          
        


        
          	
            S-Rank: 64
          

          	
            SS-Rank: 128
          
        


        
          	
            SSS-Rank: 256
          
        


        
          	
            The next sub-boss/challenge room will be available in {03} floors.


            The next boss arena will be available in {08} floors.

          
        

      
    


    


    


    


    Isaiah opens its eyes, returning to its body from the vision of a statue on the grounds.


    It knows it shouldn’t watch them. But it is hard to resist. Instead, it looks down at the uthra, flying around. "White. How are the tunnels going?" asks Isaiah.


    "Fantastic!" replies White. "Our stockpile is full of stones, so I’ve stopped carving them for now," says the uthra, pointing at the mountain of bricks down to the side of the tower. "But it seems that we have some gold down near the tower," it explains. "I expect that if we search, we will find some in the river-sediment as well."


    "Gold?" asks Isaiah, thinking for a while. Gold is good. Humans love gold. Plus, it’s a beautiful metal. They can do a lot with gold that fits into the theme of the tower.


    Isaiah blinks, realizing that Crystal seems to have infected it with his design philosophy.


    "Bring some to Gray," orders Isaiah. "Have him forge something with it."


    "Anything in particular?" asks White.


    Isaiah thinks for a moment, looking down towards the intruders below. The others have moved on, recollecting by the hot-spring. But the pious elf remains outside by herself, her hands folded in prayer. "A token," says Isaiah. "Tell Gray to craft a token," it explains.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Prayers] ~

          
        


        
          	
            A prayer has been said at the shrine.

          
        


        
          	
            +01 EXP

          
        


        
          	
            EXP: 589/750
          
        

      
    


    


    White nods and flies off.


    Isaiah recalls from its human life the concept of a pilgrimage.


    People of faith will often travel to marked locations of interest to prove themselves to their patrons, if not also to their own perceptions of self. Many routes of pilgrimage are rewarded with a symbolic token of some kind, a coin, a badge, a brand, some sort of a physical mark that serves as proof of accomplishment to other people.


    It already has an ability correlating to this. So empowering this concept would only be wise.


    However, this is a long-term plan, which will help little now in its time of need.


    Isaiah sighs, looking down and away towards the tree.


    It closes its eyes.


    


    


    


    The blackbird sits in his nest, huddled over the eggs.


    He lifts his wing, looking down at them for a moment and Isaiah feels its heart skip a beat, thinking they’re about to break open.


    But then the bird lowers his wing again and hunkers down, waiting more.


    Isaiah returns to its own vision.


    


    


    


    "Red."


    "Yeah?"


    Isaiah looks at it. "There is no magic that can change my shape?" it asks, already knowing the answer.


    Red shakes her head. "If there was, I would have mentioned it already," she replies. "Sorry."


    It’s silent for a time. "Do you think we will make it?" asks Isaiah, looking up towards the sky.


    "At our current pace?" asks Red. "No." Isaiah’s heart falters. "We’re at floor twelve and, let me be honest," says Red, looking up. "Sky’s still pretty fucking far away, considering we only have a few days left."


    It’s quiet again.


    "— But maybe we can work faster?" suggests Red.


    Isaiah shakes its head. "Thank you, Red," it says. "You all work very hard now."


    Red rolls her eyes. "I wasn’t talking about our work-ethic, dummy," she says. "I was talking about our actual capacity to do work. We’re level one," she explains, pointing at the other uthra. "If you upgrade us to level two, we can work faster."


    Isaiah’s eyes go wide. "What?!" asks Isaiah. "Red! Why didn’t you mention this before?!" it asks in a screech, spinning around to face Red.


    Red tilts her head, tapping it. "What? You bird-brain, why would I?" she asks. "Isn’t it obvious that we’d be better at level two than at level one? Why do I have to explain that?"


    "- How?" asks Isaiah, leaning in towards Red. If there is a way, then it must take advantage of it. It was about to give up, but this could mean that there’s still a chance!


    "Well, we need experience-points too," explains Red.


    Isaiah frowns. "You will die," it says. "You are not meant to fight."


    "Correct," says Red. "That’s why we don’t get them from fighting," she explains. She lifts a finger, pointing at Isaiah. "We get them from you."


    "Me?" asks Isaiah.


    "Sure. You can drain your own experience points to level us up," explains Red. "The same goes for other monsters too, by the way."


    Isaiah holds out its hand. Red lands on it. "What do I do?"


    "Hell if I know," asks Red. "I’ve never been on your side of the deal before," she says, shrugging. "I guess you just kinda… do it?"


    At this point, Isaiah will try anything. It takes a deep breath, focusing on its hand, on its energy, like it does when it powers up any other part of the dungeon.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~
          
        


        
          	
            (Isaiah) Upgraded: [Summoned Worker {1}] to [Summoned Worker {2}]

          
        


        
          	
            Cost: {100} EXP

          
        


        
          	
            EXP: 489/750
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Uthra {2}] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Class: Minion
          

          	
            Element: HOLY
          
        


        
          	
            Type: Worker
          

          	
            Category: Spirit
          
        


        
          	
            Rank: E ↗
          
        


        
          	
            Level: 05
          
        


        
          	
            An Uthra.


            Uthra are small, celestial light-world entities. Born out of the magical cosmic rivers, known as leylines, they are composed entirely out of holy-magic. Uthras serve as guardians, wards and builders.


            They are similar to fairies, cherubs and sprites.

          
        


        
          	
            HP: 10/10 ↗

          

          	
            SOUL: 10/10 ↗
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            NEW - (WORKER) ABILITY -


             [Resource Deposit](Passive)

          
        


        
          	
            
              	All harvested resources are instantly added to the stockpile and do not need to be physically carried there.

            


            
              	All construction materials and tools are instantly available when needed, as long as they are available in the stockpile.

            

          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            NEW - (WORKER) ABILITY -


            [Minor Bolt](Active)

          
        


        
          	
            
              	Attacks a target up to a distance of 5m with a magical bolt of holy energy.


            

          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah feels something pulling all the way through its body, out towards the tips of its taloned fingers. A soft glow encapsulates Red, intermingling with the normal, passive shine of her aura. The uthra, the size of Isaiah’s hand, grows an additional half of her current height. Her glow becomes brighter.


    She stretches out her arms, wiggling her fingers and rolling her neck. "Nice!" says Red. "That feels great, oh man -" She places her hands on the bottom of her hips and stretches out her back. "Thanks."


    Isaiah looks at the abilities. These do indeed look very useful. Maybe not so much for Red, who is a generalist. But for Crystal and Green, who are in charge of construction, for sure. It desperately needs to upgrade them first and then maybe White, who is down below ground, collecting materials.


    "I’ll go get them," says Red, flying off. Isaiah blinks, surprised. Usually it's Crystal who reads its mind, not Red.


    No matter. It will drain its experience points significantly, but this seems like a reasonable sacrifice to make, if it means the tower will be built faster.


    Isaiah senses that somebody enters into the tower from outside.


    But this time, it does not look.

  




  Chapter 24: The holy land. The refuge. Paradise.


    
      
        
          	
            What is a dungeon-core, exactly?


            Here is what we know, based on the results of examinations conducted during several dungeon demolition events.


            A dungeon-core is to be considered a living entity, in that it is ‘alive’ in the same sense as any other monster in a dungeon is.


            A dungeon-core can range from being a mobile creature to being entirely immobile.


            — We do not know how immobile dungeon-cores lord over their domain, exactly. But our assumptions are that they act as a central brain of the dungeon and so, a dungeon is to the dungeon-core as our bodies are to us. It seems that they can simply will actions to happen, like we would the lifting of an arm, and these will begin to happen.


            A dungeon will immediately begin to collapse in on itself the moment a dungeon-core is destroyed. The standard protocol for a destruction team is to thereby extract the dungeon-core out of the dungeon and destroy it, when they are safe.


            Dungeon-cores exude magical dominance out over an exact distance from their point of birth. They are never able to leave this territory and if they are forcefully removed, they will simply die then and there. This is the preferred method of destruction for a core.


            In the rare instances when dungeon-cores have communicated with destruction-teams, it seems that no common ground could ever be found. This has only been documented as happening twice in the last several decades. Both cores initiated a self-destruction process, rather than undergoing peace-talks with the teams.


            The motivations of a dungeon-core are multifaceted. But most seem to just follow an innate, animal desire to grow and to expand.


            The most notable outlier however, the DARK-dungeon, was built for the sole purpose of killing as many humans as possible, as was made very clear by the dungeon-core.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ The extraction adventurer’s handbook, volume 1


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            New Area

          
        


        
          	
            ~ [Dungeon] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Floor {13}

          
        


        
          	
            The thirteenth floor of the tower dungeon. It is currently empty
          
        


        
          	
            Capacity: {28} Monster-Points

          

          	
            Traps: 02
          
        


        
          	
            Monster-Point prices per monster
          
        


        
          	
            F-Rank: 01
          

          	
            E-Rank: 02
          
        


        
          	
            D-Rank: 04
          

          	
            C-Rank: 08
          
        


        
          	
            B-Rank: 16
          

          	
            A-Rank: 32
          
        


        
          	
            S-Rank: 64
          

          	
            SS-Rank: 128
          
        


        
          	
            SSS-Rank: 256
          
        


        
          	
            The next sub-boss/challenge room will be available in {02} floors.


            The next boss arena will be available in {07} floors.

          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah flies, hovering up in the air and staring down at the tower from above.


    Crystal and Green are flying around the upper rim of it in a circle, laying layer after layer of brickwork beneath themselves, as they zip around in a ring after one another. The layer of bricks falls down beneath them, stacking itself together like a coiling snake would. Without the need for them to fly down the tower to get every single brick, they’re laying the stonework at an incredible pace.


    Isaiah watches as the two of them work at dizzying speeds and as the stockpile of brickwork, just outside the tower, simply begins to shrink at just an incredible a pace. New bricks pop into the stockpile to counterbalance the drain, but White can’t work fast enough alone to counteract the double usage of Crystal and Green.


    Still, they have days’ worth of bricks stockpiled up to burn through. This should be fine for now.


    


    
      
        
          	
            New Area

          
        


        
          	
            ~ [Dungeon] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Floor {14}

          
        


        
          	
            The fourteenth floor of the tower dungeon. It is currently empty
          
        


        
          	
            Capacity: {30} Monster-Points

          

          	
            Traps: 02
          
        


        
          	
            Monster-Point prices per monster
          
        


        
          	
            F-Rank: 01
          

          	
            E-Rank: 02
          
        


        
          	
            D-Rank: 04
          

          	
            C-Rank: 08
          
        


        
          	
            B-Rank: 16
          

          	
            A-Rank: 32
          
        


        
          	
            S-Rank: 64
          

          	
            SS-Rank: 128
          
        


        
          	
            SSS-Rank: 256
          
        


        
          	
            The next sub-boss/challenge room will be available in {01} floors.


            The next boss arena will be available in {06} floors.

          
        

      
    


    


    Crystal looks up, flashing Isaiah a thumbs-up as he works.


    Isaiah nods.


    — An acceptable gesture of respect.


    It lifts a hand, giving a thumbs-up back down to the uthra, as they begin to weave another circle around the tower.


    


    


    


    The bell-tower rings again, striking nine in the morning.


    Isaiah stares through the eyes of the statue by the nest, watching the blackbird and the eggs.


    Nothing seems out of the ordinary.


    It looks like today is still safe.


    It reopens its eyes.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Pilgrimage] ~

          
        


        
          	
            The tower gains ambient magic from the arrival of strangers.

          
        


        
          	
            +06 EXP

          
        


        
          	
            EXP: 95/750
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Prayers] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Prayers have been said at the shrine.

          
        


        
          	
            +02 EXP

          
        


        
          	
            EXP: 97/750
          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah watches as more people begin to enter through the road.


    The forest next to it is alight, as stragglers from the first group here have fallen into combat with the constantly respawning wisps. This doesn’t seem to be a life or death situation, rather, they seem to be simply fighting the wisps and then waiting for new ones to respawn, before fighting those too.


    They’ve been at it all day.


    The party seems to have set up shop by the hot-springs, but they haven’t entered the dungeon yet, surprisingly.


    There was one intruder, the man who likes to draw maps. But he only entered floor one and looked around. He never went down the staircase into the water, before leaving again.


    


    
      
        
          	
            New Area

          
        


        
          	
            ~ [Dungeon] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Floor {15} - Challenge Room

          
        


        
          	
            The fifteenth floor of the tower dungeon. It is currently empty
          
        


        
          	
            Capacity: {32} Monster-Points

          

          	
            Traps: 02
          
        


        
          	
            Monster-Point prices per monster
          
        


        
          	
            F-Rank: 01
          

          	
            E-Rank: 02
          
        


        
          	
            D-Rank: 04
          

          	
            C-Rank: 08
          
        


        
          	
            B-Rank: 16
          

          	
            A-Rank: 32
          
        


        
          	
            S-Rank: 64
          

          	
            SS-Rank: 128
          
        


        
          	
            SSS-Rank: 256
          
        


        
          	
            The next sub-boss/challenge room will be available in {10} floors.


            The next boss arena will be available in {05} floors.

          
        

      
    


    


    The bell is doing wonders at drawing in humans from the surrounding region. But none of them seem to be brave enough to really push into the dungeon. It’s almost like everyone is just waiting for someone else to really go in first.


    Isaiah tilts its head.


    Humans are certainly more survival-affine than the reckless goblins are.


    Hmm…


    "We got a new group coming in from the west," says Red, coming up next to Isaiah. "Fast. Looks weird."


    Isaiah turns its head, watching the clearing.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Beulah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    Beulah runs as fast as he can, the forest undergrowth crunching beneath his worn boots. His sun-burnt face and black hair are covered in sweat and dirt, just like the rest of his cut and bruised exterior. His hand rests against a tree for a moment as he tries to catch his winded breath. His head spins from a mix of adrenaline and the sprint, which has been going on for longer than he knows.


    It’s all a blur. He thought he had gotten away from them, but then they found him in the forest and he’s just been running ever since. Has it been a minute? An hour? He really doesn’t know anymore. His body and mind are exhausted. They are as frazzled as his heaving lungs, which send a tingle through his body with every breath of air they push through him.


    — Something screeches behind him, just a few meters away. He scrambles off in a frantic panic, running again.


    They’re right behind him.


    "HERE!" yells a voice, a man’s. "HE’S HERE!"


    Beulah sprints, breaking out of the forest and into a clearing, full of people and structures.


    A settlement?


    Shit.


    He considers running back into the forest, but his pursuers are already moving out of it. Instead, he makes a break for the buildings, for the large tower there.


    "Stop him!" yells a voice. "Stop that man!"


    Beulah runs as fast as he can, several of the people outside of the tower and buildings make awkward half-movements, looking his way and some taking a tender step. But those who do look towards their groups questioningly. Nobody wants to be the first person to act and so, everybody just kind of stands there, interested, but not involved.


    A group of guards, soldiers, ride out of the forest on anqas. The leader of the group, a well-dressed and mustached man takes the point, pointing after him.


    "A reward for whoever catches that man!" he shouts. "Ten-thousand Obols!"


    This changes everything. Immediately, people spring to action, their insecurity having been overwhelmed by only the verbal promise of a substantial sum of money.


    Beulah runs for the tower.


    Magical spells of all sort fly out, blasting his way. Some seem meant to ensnare, others aren’t so tactful and scorch the landscape around him.


    Explosions ring out as he dives behind a segment of bricks, the grounds around him exploding.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    Red taps Isaiah on the shoulder. "Hey, chief. I got an idea."


    Isaiah looks at Red, lifting an eyebrow. It listens to her plan.


    Red really never disappoints.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Beulah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    Beulah scrambles, trying to get back up to his feet. But he doesn’t get far before something snares his leg and he stumbles over, falling down to the stones again, his hands outstretched and trying to claw him away.


    "I got him!" yells an excited elf, lifting her hands into the air. "I got him!"


    Her party cheers and quickly surrounds the man, making sure that none of the other frustrated faces can make a claim to him. Beulah’s hands, trying to pry the root spell off of his ankles, are pulled away by someone and held firmly.


    "Let me go!" yells Beulah. "They’ll kill me!" he explains, struggling for his life. "LET ME GO!"


    "- Hold still!" barks the man who is grabbing him.


    "Excellent work," says the well-dressed rider, as they move in towards the tower, looking around themselves. He stops and jumps off of his mount, gesturing behind himself to two of the others. The guards dismount, walking after him. "You have our thanks." He reaches into the saddle-bags of his anqa and pulls out a small satchel, handing it to the elf. The adventurer lets go of the captured man and the guards bend down, hoisting him to his feet.


    Opening the little bag, the elf and her party gasp in silent awe, looking at the single, large, golden coin with an ornate skull imprinted on itself. It is a single, ten-thousand Obol denomination.


    "We’re rich…" mutters the elf. "We’re rich!" She and her party go wild, celebrating amongst themselves as they gather off to the side.


    "Help!" yells Beulah. "I didn’t do anything!" he shouts, looking at the people around him. "HEL-MPFH."


    A rag is stuffed into his mouth by one of the guards and held there by a firm hand, as they drag him towards the well-dressed man.


    "Good work," says the leader of the operation, nodding to the guards, before looking at Beulah. "You were slippery. But you should have saved yourself and us the trouble." He gestures over his shoulder. One of the other guards comes up, handing him a scroll and a rapier. He unfolds it with one hand, letting it roll down. "One Mr. Beulah Hephzibah. Race, human. Age, twenty-nine. Identifying marks, an elongated scar between his left thumb and index finger."


    One of the guards lifts Beulah’s hand up, spreading his fingers and showing the scar.


    "Do we agree?" asks the well-dressed man.


    The guardsmen look at each other and nod in agreement. One of them steps forward. "We agree that this man is Beulah Hephzibah," he says, as the other two push Beulah back down to his knees.


    The leader of the group hands the scroll back to another man, who rolls it up and stows it back into a pouch on the side of an anqa. "Very well." He lifts the sword. "Beulah Hephzibah. For the crimes of high-deceit and theft from nobility, you are hereby sentenced to be put to death by a rapier through the heart."


    Beulah looks around himself, two pairs of hands holding his shoulders down and him in place.


    All of the people here are just standing around and watching. Those who were paid off are more interested in ogling their prize than watching what they earned it for and those who lost the chase, they’re busy watching the winners in envy instead of him.


    The sword rises into the air, catching a glint of the morning sun and he winces, shutting his eyes as a flash of light moves his way.


    — Something plunges against his chest.


    Someone screams and for a moment, he thinks that it’s he himself who is doing so, until he tastes the fabric on his tongue and remembers the binding there, muffling him.


    Murmurs leak out into the air.


    Beulah opens his eyes in increasing bewilderment, watching as small orbs of light of many colors leave his chest, rising towards the sky as if essences of his own dead, departing soul, moving up to the spirit-world.


    The blade of the needle rapier is broken, bent and jagged at the tip.


    A white stone, large and intricately worked, sits between it and his heart.


    All eyes rise, following the glowing lights as they trail in a spiral upwards towards the vivid rays of the sun. There, cascading past the body of a thing, the sunlight paints a featureless silhouette. It is an image which gives credence to the presence of something… other.


    The presence, the entity, lowers itself down towards the ground with wings as large as the spans of trees, with a body as slender and as gnarled as the tip of the bent, silver rapier. With arms outstretched, pale as winter’s snow, it lowers itself. The guards scramble, taking formation and leaving him there on his knees alone.


    "You stand on hallowed ground," says the celestial being. "Do not tarnish it."


    To the side, an elf, the very one who had captured the fugitive, falls to the grass, lowering her head and holding her hands in fervent prayer.


    The well-dressed man opens his mouth, stammering something as he steps back a step. The guardsmen step back with him in line, as the strange creature lands on the ground between them and Beulah.


    "Sacrilege will not go unpunished," says the taloned being, lifting a finger towards the well-dressed man. The lights of many colors, clearly evidence of some grand, cosmic magical ability, spin around its finger in an increasing rhythm, as some deadly spell appears to charge itself up.


    "W- wait!" stammers the man in fear, stepping back. "This man is a criminal!" he explains. "We are within the law and within the purview of the divine!" he exclaims, looking at his own men, who seem unwilling to act out of fear. Whatever this thing is, it is no simple monster. This is something else. Something old. Something powerful. "- Mercy!"


    The creature shakes its head, slowly lowering its hand. "You will be judged another day." It turns around and looks at Beulah. Bending down, it stares into his eyes and he feels a deep fear running through himself. Those golden eyes of its, sharp like a hawk’s, seem to be gazing straight down into his essence. Its expression appears as if it could smell every bad thing he ever did in his life.


    — But at the same time, its face portrays only quiet, stoic acceptance of what it sees in him.


    "Rise. Beulah," says the being, grabbing him beneath his wet arms with two strong hands and pulling him to his feet. How does it know his name? "You are safe here."


    Beulah doesn’t know what to think, what to do. His instincts tell him to take his chance and to run. But the celestial being here before himself, evidence of the true presence of something he had never held to be real, overpowers his thoughts and his racing heart.


    He can only see it. He can only see the light of those eyes, shining like the sun of a brand new day.


    The divine being turns around, lifting a hand again, as the lights of many colors surround Beulah, carrying him away and into the air, despite his panicked protests at suddenly flying.


    "Please!" says the man in nice clothes, taking an unusual tone.


    The creature looks his way and then to the others around him, to the people standing and watching the scene now. "Let it be known that all who seek sanctuary shall find it here," says the being, looking at the adventurers. Its voice is steady and calm and, despite its sharp harpishness, is soothingly deep. "Thieves. Murderers. The lost. The unwanted. The wretched. All are welcome here, all will be safe here," says the divine messenger, holding out its arms as it begins to leave the ground. "Here, they will be saved," it explains, looking at the man and the guards, before rising back up into the air and vanishing within the glowing light of the sun above them all.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah sighs, landing back on its branch.


    Red flies in. "We totally scammed those suckers!" she says. "Did you see them shaking in their boots? Hah!"


    The first part of Red’s plan had worked beautifully.


    Isaiah made its appearance to the world, selling an image of something merciful and strong. The people there will talk of this to others and if its message travels correctly, other people on the run will find safety and shelter here in the dungeon.


    — A sanctuary for those seeking refuge or to turn away from their old ways, safe from repercussions of their old lives. Most importantly, they will be free to stay here to pray and to worship and to work.


    It will have ‘the talk’ with Beulah soon. It’s a good thing that it had listened in to their conversation through the statues, before flying down.


    As for those who remain below, those who remain unconvinced…


    Isaiah closes its eyes again, looking through the same statue as before.


    


    


    


    "— Fifty-thousand Obols!" exclaims the man in nice clothes, holding up a fistful of fabric satchels. His tone has changed very quickly. "For the person who retrieves him!"


    The adventurers look around at each other. Some are not able to be convinced, being too deep in their beliefs or in their fear of what they just witnessed and of what it might imply.


    The one elven woman is still kneeling on the ground, feverishly whispering in prayer.


    Yet some others remain unimpressed. Those people gather, looking at each other as they form an entirely new party, consisting of those who are willing to take the chance, of those who are of little faith.


    


    


    


    Isaiah returns to its vision, as the second phase of Red’s plan comes to fruition.


    They didn’t just save Beulah for him to work here.


    He’s also the very first bait.


    


    
      
        
          	
            - [Dungeon Breached!] -

          
        


        
          	
            Intruders: 06

          

          	
            Average Level: 17

          
        


        
          	
            Difficulty: Deadly

          
        

      
    


    


    It begins.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Note for occultists]{Paradise} ~


            


            Paradise. The holy land. The end goal of it all.


            ‘Beulah’ is a term that refers to a holy-land within the Jewish faith. It was originally only ever mentioned once, in the Book of Isaiah. But it has, since then, found itself referenced in many later religious works. Of note is that Beulah is meant to be a physical place, on the actual Earth.


            'Paradise' however, is often something else.


            It is a concept referred to in many other systems of faith all around the world. From the strongly varying Abrahamic concepts of heaven and hell, to the Nordic system involving such concepts as Valhalla, to the Buddhist concept of escaping the cycle of rebirth, which is known as Samsara. What reaching paradise actually means is very, very different depending on the culture and the origin of the system of faith.


            Classically, the afterlife is just that, a place where life continues. Depending on the faith however, this is either a really great or a really terrible or even a really boring thing. It's really very mixed.


            My personal favorite concept however, is the Bardo, belonging to the Buddhist faith and commonly referenced in the Tibetan book of the dead. It is a transitional place (More of a state, than a place, really) where you go after dying and you must stay there for forty-nine days, before you can return to the cycle of rebirth.

          
        

      
    

  




  Chapter 25: There is a moment to be had by Rorate and it is good.


    
      
        
          	
            Pressure.


            What you need to always consider as an adventurer is the concept of pressure.


            The deeper you move down into the world, down many floors of a dungeon, you might notice a popping of your ears, eventually. This is caused by pressure.


            When one moves to a lower floor and the monsters are stronger than before, the traps deadlier, this too is pressure.


            When resources run low, drained from several encounters and things become harder, this is also pressure.


            When you, tired and careless, press your boot down onto a plate that sinks down into the floor, this trap mechanism too, is triggered by pressure.


            Why am I telling you this?


            So that you will understand that the counter to pressure is release. When you find yourself going too deep, simply stop. Do not be lured further inward by hopes of treasure and experience. Those will still be there tomorrow. Go back. Go out. Leave and take a night’s rest to release that pressure you feel inside of yourself.


            When you’re outside of the dungeon, you can get new resources. You can sleep and heal and tend to your wounds. You can mitigate the stains of chaos on your thoughts by making new plans and if you did step on a trap down in the dungeon, the solution is simple.


            — Find a heavy rock, a brick, or even your own bag if need be and carefully release your foot, while placing your weight down onto the mechanism at the same time.


            If it does not release, if the force is held constant, the trap will not spring and you, my friend, will have a chance to leave, to go home and to let off some pressure.


            Take it seriously, if you don’t want to die.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~The ONE word motivated adventurers need to hear in order to master their craft and rank up! Chapter one.


    


    


    


    A single dice rattles, noisily striking against the rim of the fountain on floor one of the tower, together with a skull which was, until a second ago, very much still being used by its owner.


    


    
      
        
          	
            - [Incursion {1}] -

          
        


        
          	
            Floor Two
          
        


        
          	
            Intruders Remaining: 05

          
        

      
    


    


    Ah. Tragic.


    The humans did fairly well on floor one, being the cautious, experienced creatures that they are. They didn’t fall for either the gargoyle trap or the slime. In fact, they didn’t even fall for the slimes on the bridge on floor two, clearing them out safely with relative ease.


    However, the treasure-chest on floor two at the end of the bridge was opened and inside was a rare, powerful talisman, as luck would have it. They decided to roll a die to see which of them would be allowed to keep the single treasure for themselves.


    — This all seemed well and good, until after rolling, it turns out the die had been weighted. A scuffle broke out and, well, these things happen on slippery, railingless bridges.


    Isaiah isn’t sure, but it almost feels a little sad that this would be the way the ‘first’ human dies here.


    That’s ignoring the much more grim ways the other first humans had died days prior.


    It watches as they move up to the next floor. The man down below, who is laying at an odd angle, they leave there where he rests.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Rorate] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    Rorate, feeling the glow of a warm day kissing her face, lifts her head as she walks out of the forest with a pride on her smile that she can’t get rid of, even if she had wanted to.


    The witch had been very surprised to see her again. She had been even more surprised upon seeing the sudden shift of attitude that Rorate had undergone.


    — But she wasn’t too curious about it.


    Honestly, the witch is a fairly anti-social person. At the end of the day, it was really just an in-out haggling job for the anqa.


    Rorate looks down at the wrapped up bundle that she’s carrying in her arms. She had to walk all the way back through the forest with this by herself.


    She doesn’t know what a witch wants with the large anqa and honestly, she isn’t really going to ask. But she’s certain that Isaiah will like this. It had told her that she was good, that she was useful and, with a reputation like that, what choice could she have had but to try and live up to it?


    Rorate beams, holding the thing against her chest as she heads towards the river and looks around, seeing the tower just on the other side. There’s no way across without the agile anqa. She clears her throat. "Red?" she asks, looking around the area. "Hello?"


    — Nothing.


    She frowns, her ears drooping. She didn’t come all this way only to be stopped by the river, did she?


    Rorate lowers her gaze, sensing another presence.


    A creature sits in the water, staring up her way with a curious face, bubbling halfway beneath the surface of the river.


    Rorate blinks. "Hi," she says, kneeling down. "Can you uh… can you please help me get across?" she asks.


    However, as soon as she finishes her question, finishes making eye-contact, the thing in the water simply dives down below the surface and vanishes, leaving her alone again.


    Rorate sighs, rubbing her head.


    This might be her toughest challenge yet. She can’t swim either and even if she could, is this thing safe to take in water? Best not to test it.


    …Maybe it’s not that deep?


    Rorate nods in determination, slowly lowering a foot into the water to test it. She’s going to try hard to be good, to be helpful.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    The intruders have wandered through floor three, not fighting anything there and have then cleared floor four. They’re currently fighting the challenge room on floor five now. But they’re nowhere near as fast as the inspection team was.


    This looks like it’s going to take them a while.


    Isaiah returns to its own vision.


    


    


    


    It rises from its roost, looking down at the terrified man from before, sitting on the grass growing atop the tower, shaking as he looks towards Isaiah.


    "Beulah," says Isaiah, flying down from its tree. "Here, you are safe," it promises, lifting a finger. "But only here. Outside of the tower, I do not hold dominion."


    Beulah stutters, not really forming a coherent sentence.


    "What is your crime?" asks Isaiah.


    "I… I…" Beulah blinks. "- Are you real?"


    Isaiah tilts its head, lowering itself down into a squat before the man. It holds out its hands.


    "I am Isaiah," says the entity. "I am real. What is your crime?"


    Beulah nods, composing himself as best as he can. "I stole from some old woman," he says. "Just some earrings! I thought she had so many, you know?" he asks, rubbing the back of his head. "…Turns out she was nobility on a day in the park."


    Isaiah lifts an eyebrow. "A park?" it asks, looking towards the very distant human city. "That must be far from here."


    "…I ran a lot," says Beulah. He pulls his legs. "I can’t uh, I can’t get up anymore, actually," he explains, rubbing his thigh. "I sprinted all the way from there to here," he says, sounding disbelieving of his own claim, as he looks at the distant silhouette of a city with just a vacant expression as when he had watched Isaiah.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Summoned Worker Returned]

          
        


        
          	
            Teal
          
        

      
    


    


    "I’m alive!" shouts a shrill voice, gasping for air as soon as it arrives.


    Ah. Rorate must be back if Teal has been resummoned.


    "Hello, Teal," says Isaiah, getting up. It gestures towards Beulah. "This is Beulah. Please clothe him."


    Teal nods, giving Isaiah a thumbs-up. "You got it!" it says, zipping away.


    Isaiah looks at Beulah. "Stay here if you wish. We will speak later."


    "But… what am I…" His voice trails off as he stares around himself, overtaken by exhaustion, now that his adrenaline is crashing to null. "- What am I supposed to do?"


    Isaiah places a hand on his shoulder from behind. "Rest. For now."


    The floor rumbles beneath their feet as they rise higher towards the sky.


    


    
      
        
          	
            New Area

          
        


        
          	
            ~ [Dungeon] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Floor {16}

          
        


        
          	
            The sixteenth floor of the tower dungeon. It is currently empty
          
        


        
          	
            Capacity: {34} Monster-Points

          

          	
            Traps: 02
          
        


        
          	
            Monster-Point prices per monster
          
        


        
          	
            F-Rank: 01
          

          	
            E-Rank: 02
          
        


        
          	
            D-Rank: 04
          

          	
            C-Rank: 08
          
        


        
          	
            B-Rank: 16
          

          	
            A-Rank: 32
          
        


        
          	
            S-Rank: 64
          

          	
            SS-Rank: 128
          
        


        
          	
            SSS-Rank: 256
          
        


        
          	
            The next sub-boss/challenge room will be available in {09} floors.


            The next boss arena will be available in {04} floors.

          
        

      
    


    


    With that, Isaiah flies into the air.


    It is unwise to leave Rorate unattended around the tower and its many water sources.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Rorate] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    Rorate struggles against the current, managing to stay upright somehow as she wades through the river, submerged to her waist. The thing she has in her arms is a little heavy, being made of stone and all. But she’s strong enough to hold it over her head and away from the water.


    — As long as she doesn’t slip and fall.


    The dark-elf takes a deep breath, carefully shuffling her foot forward along the river.


    It gets deeper here.


    However, her foot somehow finds hold on something odd, it’s a little soft, but also a little hard. It’s like stepping on someone’s back. Maybe it’s some kind of weird clay?


    She takes another step.


    The hardest part is when she lifts a leg to shuffle forward. That’s when the river catches her off balance and underwater current moves against herself. She can feel the water trying to take her, trying to wash her away, like an insignificant smear of dirt on a glass window.


    — But what it doesn’t know is that she isn’t insignificant anymore.


    Rorate takes another step, pressing her lips tightly shut in focused anticipation. Then another few. She’s halfway across the river. It’s icy cold and her robe is going to get all messed up from the water. But…


    Isaiah lands on the side of the river and she freezes, gasping as she looks at it.


    Her patron, the entity, kneels down. "Hello, Rorate," it greets, tilting its head. "I am glad to see you returned to me."


    "I did it!" she says proudly, still half submerged in the water. She isn’t sure if the shaking is from excitement or from the icy river.


    Isaiah nods. "You did," it affirms. "Thank you." It looks her up and down. "Would you like some help?"


    She shakes her head, taking another step. "No, I want to."


    "It is dangerous to tread through such a deep river alone," replies Isaiah, staring down at the water curiously.


    Rorate shakes her head, taking another step towards the one who is waiting on her, who has been waiting on her. "I’m not alone," she affirms. "I have you!" she says, taking another step and then holding out her prize.


    She made it.


    Isaiah tilts its head, staring at her quizzically. A moment later, it holds out its hands. "Thank you, Rorate," it says, grabbing the item and her at the same time.


    It is surprisingly strong and a crushing gust of wind presses against her wet body as Isaiah rises into the air, carrying her with itself, along with several lights of many colors. They all fly towards the top of the tower, towards the light of the sun.


    Rorate looks around herself as they ascend in some odd few, time-frozen seconds. She watches the light of this new day crest over the tree-tops in its late morning glory. That light, the wind, the smells of the air, the presence holding her as they ascends, all of these things are new to her in this combination. All of these things come together at once to paint a vision in her memory that sets itself in stone.


    She doesn’t breathe for as long as they rise, not even after seeing the small face down below them in the water. Not even as she waves to it and it shyly waves back.


    — It does make crying awkward though and Isaiah asks her how she can possibly be drowning outside of the water?


    Rorate only hopes that the prize that she had brought back with herself is something worthy to trade for this life-shifting moment, which she just experienced.

  




  Chapter 26: Our survivor's morality must be reconsidered, no?


    
      
        
          	
            What must life be like inside of a dungeon that finds itself in peaceful solitude?


            I suppose it depends on your perspective.


            From the perspective of the creatures which live inside of a dungeon, one might assume that they simply view this as a very mundane existence. In essence, it is likely to be the same as any person would feel, when alone in their family home. However, the more popular dungeons of the world have thousands of unwelcome guests inside of them, consecutively, at all times. One must wonder, do the dungeons simply become accustomed to this being their way of life?


            It would be as if the side walls of your home, from the prior example, were torn wide open and a busy shopping street was established to run straight through its midst. Would you eventually adjust and adapt to the situation being what it is? Perhaps. Although in all likelihood, you would still long for the days when your home was your own.


            The monsters on the highest floors of any popular dungeon will die essentially daily, by the hundreds, only to have been ‘respawned’, that is, reborn, replaced or reset, shortly thereafter.


            — Are these the same monsters as before?


            Or are these entirely new monsters with the same shape, mind and presence as their predecessors? We simply can not say, as most monsters are simply non-communicative in any substantial way.


            And so, we must ask, what is it exactly that a monster inside of a dungeon does all day? Does it leisure around, enjoying the quiet? Do they stroll and read and play and dance, as some creatures, as goblins, would also do in the wild? Or are they simply static entities, stuck in place like any other statue or trap, waiting to be triggered?


            The field of dungeon-science is still very new and there is much left for us to learn. Adventurers have long since experienced how it is that dungeons work, but now it is up to us as researchers to understand how dungeons work.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~Transcript of professor Danube’s lecture on the magical sciences of dungeons


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            {Cursed}(Unique)[Witch’s Sun-Dial]

          
        


        
          	
            A sun-dial is a time-telling device.


            When placed in direct sunlight, the needle affixed to it will cast a shadow towards the current time of day.

          
        


        
          	
            ‘Made by Witch Perchta’
          
        


        
          	
            Effect: When activated, freezes time in an area of 1x1x1m, originating out from the needle of the dial.
          
        


        
          	
            Cursed: The activated effect is canceled, if sunlight touches the dial.
          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 3.73kg
          

          	
            Value: ???
          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah stares at the gift in surprise.


    This is not what it had expected from the witch. It was expecting Rorate to come back with a bunch of odd trinkets and talismans, or maybe the recipe for that hallucinogenic mushroom-brew. They could really use that here. But this…


    "I hope it’s not weird," says Rorate, nervously. Isaiah looks towards her. "It was Red’s idea, actually." She rubs her head. "…I wasn’t sure if you’d be offended."


    Isaiah looks at the woman and then back down towards the sun-dial.


    — The ability to freeze time.


    It’s almost absurd. What kind of power is this? Magical trinkets and tokens and dungeon-magic are one thing, but this is on a higher level. This is something almost cosmic.


    …Is a witch a god? Can a witch turn it back into a bird? Maybe it doesn’t even need to go up to the gods, if she can make things like this, then… couldn’t she also…


    "- Thank you, Rorate," says Isaiah. "I appreciate this a lot."


    Rorate sighs in relief, holding a hand against her chest as she exhales her tension. "I’m really glad," she says. "I’ll go get the other anqas and take them to the city then, to trade for some alchemy glassware."


    Isaiah nods. "Rest first, Rorate," it says. "And tread lightly. We have intruders in the tower."


    Rorate nods back. "I’ll be back soon."


    "I hope so," says Isaiah, returning its gaze to the sun-dial.


    This has solved everything.


    Sort of.


    Well, not really.


    With this, it has the potential to freeze its old mate, nest and eggs in time. Whatever that actually means. This is exactly the respite that it needs. With this… it can actually make it 'in time'.


    Isaiah was starting to give up hope.


    Rorate and Red are both such useful creatures.


    — This thought makes Isaiah pause for a time, as some old human instinct conflicts with its animal drive. ‘Creatures’? Is that all they are? Workers? Entities who it shares a place with? Or are they, what Isaiah recalls from its human life as being dubbed ‘friends’?


    Isaiah blinks, looking around the room.


    Does it have friends?


    It realizes that the concept is very alien to itself. Since the uthra arrived, it had treated them as disposable worker ants. Since Rorate arrived, it had treated her as a useful tool that allowed the tower to grow in power. Perhaps it is time to rethink this way of life?


    


    
      
        
          	
            - [Incursion {1}] -

          
        


        
          	
            Floor Six
          
        


        
          	
            Intruders Remaining: 03

          
        

      
    


    


    The energy and intent of these efforts are more than what can be expected of simple laborers.


    It runs a hand over the stone body of the dial.


    


    


    


    "Black," says Isaiah, hovering down towards the graveyard. It looks around the area. It’s really starting to fill up.


    "Hey," says a voice from the side. Isaiah looks, seeing black digging out a new grave. "I think the golem on floor six is getting a new record."


    "It was a lucky combination of elements," says Isaiah, watching the creature work. "How is the work?"


    "Busy," replies the uthra, wiping its forehead and then dragging over a human body. Isaiah recognizes it as the man who had struck his head against the fountain before. "Really weird work for a dungeon, you know?" it asks. "Usually undead just kind of… stand up by themselves again," explains Black. "Never had to bury them before to make ghosts."


    Isaiah watches as Black pulls the man into the hole, covering him up with dirt. Isaiah bends down, grabbing a few fistfuls in two cupped hands and dropping them in as well. It is a pittance in comparison with the amount of dirt that the uthra is moving, but it felt like a nice thing to do.


    "Dignity is important," explains Isaiah. It looks to the side, seeing a small die, lying on the grass. It picks it up and then sets it onto the headstone. "We are not monsters."


    "I guess it’s relative," replies Black. "Didn’t see anyone burying the dead monsters in my last dungeon," it says. "The humans don’t care. Back in the Emerald-Heart, they just straight up squished a bunch of us," says Black. "Right against the walls," it explains, pressing a finger against a headstone.


    "Were you with Red?" asks Isaiah.


    Black nods. "Sure, a bunch of us were there at the Emerald. Red, me, Crystal. Pretty funky place. Really rare spawning zone," it explains, looking around and then up towards the tower. An instant later, the level two uthra uses its magic to cause the next corpse to appear right next to itself, with its new resource teleportation ability.


    The crushed human body, having been flattened by a giant, stone fist, grotesquely falls down on to the grass in a mangled heap.


    "— The humans caught wind and they axed her off."


    Isaiah tilts its head. "’Her’?"


    "The dungeon-core there," explains Black, starting to bury the next body. "Emerald. Kinda weird, but not a bad one. I’ve seen worse," it says. "Just born at the wrong place at the wrong time." Black unceremoniously throws the corpse into the hole, dusting its hands. "That’s life though."


    Isaiah looks around at the graveyard that has gotten surprisingly large in a short amount of time.


    "I suppose it is."


    "Anyway," says Black. "It’s been pretty fun. But I’m not optimistic about your chances, honestly. Do me a favor and don’t send us in to die when you’re scrambling to stay alive."


    Isaiah looks at the uthra. "Why is that?"


    Black shakes its head. "Because an inspection team going missing is just bad news. The second team will be here soon and when they see the state of things and piece together why the first one is missing…" It sighs. "A destruction-team isn’t just some random troop of nobodies like these guys," says Black, summoning in another corpse from the intruding party. "These people are professionals, high-leveled like you wouldn’t believe," it explains, starting to bury the next person. "I’ve seen them. The Emerald-Heart’s schtick was that she exclusively used the gems in her dungeon to power defensive and warding magic. Never saw anything like it," says Black. "It was so strong that it even made it hard for us to move around and work," explains the uthra. "But they just walked through it like it wasn’t even there."


    Isaiah nods, looking back up towards the tower.


    As long as it is down here, the tower is weaker. It is likely sub-optimal for it to be down here. It should return to the roost, especially during highly defensive situations.


    


    
      
        
          	
            - [Incursion {1}] -

          
        


        
          	
            Floor {06}
          
        


        
          	
            Intruders Remaining: 00

          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            - [Dungeon Breached Concluded!] -

          
        


        
          	
            Killed Intruders: 03

          

          	
            Average Level: 17

          
        


        
          	
            Fled Intruders: 03

          

          	
            Killed Defenders: 21

          
        


        
          	
            Difficulty: Deadly

          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~
          
        


        
          	
            +300 EXPERIENCE POINTS.
          
        


        
          	
            EXP: 397/750
          
        

      
    


    


    Black sighs and looks at the ground.


    Another corpse appears, as does a new wisp. The ghostly orb floats off towards the forest to join the others.


    It appears that the human incursion has failed and the remaining survivors have fled for now.


    Isaiah gazes towards the tower, watching as the giant bell strikes noon, ringing out all over the landscape.


    Red water runs down the facade of the structure.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            New Area

          
        


        
          	
            ~ [Dungeon] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Floor {19}

          
        


        
          	
            The nineteenth floor of the tower dungeon. It is currently empty
          
        


        
          	
            Capacity: {40} Monster-Points

          

          	
            Traps: 02
          
        


        
          	
            Monster-Point prices per monster
          
        


        
          	
            F-Rank: 01
          

          	
            E-Rank: 02
          
        


        
          	
            D-Rank: 04
          

          	
            C-Rank: 08
          
        


        
          	
            B-Rank: 16
          

          	
            A-Rank: 32
          
        


        
          	
            S-Rank: 64
          

          	
            SS-Rank: 128
          
        


        
          	
            SSS-Rank: 256
          
        


        
          	
            The next sub-boss/challenge room will be available in {06} floors.


            The next boss arena will be available in {01} floors.

          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah stands on floor eleven, lifting its head towards the ceiling. The uthra are so fast at their work now that it can hardly keep up with the design of the floors. Not that anyone has gotten this far just yet. Floor six appears to be the record at the moment. But still, it’s only a matter of time now.


    Floors one to ten had been themed with holy water, before capping off with the boss.


    Now, perhaps floors eleven to twenty, being a new ‘segment’ could be somewhat different?


    If they used water before, then why not another element now? Holy fire? Or maybe they can play into the holiness of nature? Something like divine spirits?


    Hmm…

  




  Red Concept Artwork

[image: RedBig]




  Chapter 27: The flames of devotion


    
      
        
          	
            The most terrifying dungeon in the world is undoubtedly the Blackwater-Abyss.


            Situated roughly one kilometer outside of the coast off of Moonpearl Bay, on the western shore of the far-eastern continent, the Blackwater-Abyss is the world’s only currently existing ocean-type dungeon. Sitting right in the middle of the water, it can only be reached by ship.


            Swimming is highly inadvisable, not even because of the distance or the rip-tides that will pull you under and into the darkness. But simply because the ocean is full of monsters in a way that is indescribable to anyone who has never seen it before.


            A forest might have some goblins, some slimes and some mush-mushes, yes. But the ocean, the depths of the ocean are full of creatures, constructed of horrors from a deranged mind. They are creatures so twisted and strange that, with our land-born eyes, it’s entirely impossible to see them as something as a part of our natural world. The water teems with them.


            — And that is simply what lurks in the black waters at the start of the ocean. Who is to even say what swims further out and deeper below? The ocean, being an element not natural to our species, is beyond our powers and the dungeon there, the only of its kind, is much the same.


            Having had time to grow and a secure place to do so at, it has grown to be the highest leveled dungeon in the world, with an average monster level of eighty.


            It has often been debated if it is worth sending a destruction team there, but, given its unique location and the fact that it does no harm to the shipping routes that it lays between, it has until now been mostly ignored. Despite this, there have been many cries to economize the dungeon, as with all others. If this is not possible, as it would seem, then there are voices who say to destroy it, so that a new dungeon can be born somewhere else; one that can be harvested of its natural resources like any other. However, these voices are quickly silenced, when they are given permission to go out into the waters themselves to do the job.


            — Barring a world-ending, hundred year crisis, no adventurer or destruction team in their right mind will ever go there for more than a cursory visit of the first floor.


            Some might call it a loss for us. But I find that it helps to simply view it as the way things are. It is easier to imagine that there are simply forty-eight dungeons in the world in total.


            This one is best forgotten about and best not thought of, especially during dark nights near the water.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~Of the Blackwater-Abyss, the deadliest dungeon in the world


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Dungeon] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Floor {11}
          
        


        
          	
            The Funneling Chamber
          
        


        
          	
            Capacity: {24} Monster-Points
          

          	
            Traps: 02
          
        


        
          	
            Cinders rain down from above, as strong gusts of wind are drawn in through the metallic floor below and rise up towards the top of the tower.
          
        


        
          	
            Room Effects:


            
              	Random gusts of wind will pull upwards through the flooring and connect with the floor above, creating a traveling firestorm.


            

          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah looks down at the floor of floor eleven. It isn't made of stone, rather, it's a gigantic series of thick, metal grates that can be sealed off. The boss-arena of floor ten can be seen below.


    Wind rustles its feathers, as a powerful updraft flows in through the openings, moving through floor eleven to feed the burning fires starting on the floors above.


    Section two of the tower is going to be fire themed. Holy fire, that is.


    Crystal always has the most interesting ideas.


    Isaiah looks towards the side, towards a creature clawing its way along the grates. It looks like a pair of massive, ashy black, drake's talons, suspended in a glowing body of fire. Another, smaller elemental flies through the air.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Purifying Spirit] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Class: Monster
          

          	
            Element: FIRE
          
        


        
          	
            Type: Berserker
          

          	
            Category: Elemental*
          
        


        
          	
            Rank: C
          
        


        
          	
            Level: 11
          
        


        
          	
            A strange, floating entity with an unusually large and cumbersome body for a spirit. It is an agent of purity and will attack impure entities on sight with raging flames. It is an extremely damaging, if not slow, monster that prefers offensive measures.

          
        


        
          	
            HP: 00/00

          

          	
            SOUL: 35/35
          
        


        
          	
            *Elementals do not have health-points. Instead, their soul-points act as health.
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Dying Cinder] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Class: Monster
          

          	
            Element: FIRE
          
        


        
          	
            Type: Caster
          

          	
            Category: Elemental*
          
        


        
          	
            Rank: D
          
        


        
          	
            Level: 11
          
        


        
          	
            Dying cinders are low-ranking elementals that have failed to ascend to a full elemental state. They are much weaker and so, prefer to stay at range.
          
        


        
          	
            HP: 00/00

          

          	
            SOUL: 15/15
          
        


        
          	
            *Elementals do not have health-points. Instead, their soul-points act as health.
          
        


        
          	
            [Cinder Spiral]: Manipulates the air-currents around itself to spark a firestorm. This effect stacks with other cast cinder spirals.
          
        

      
    


    


    The wind shoots past the creature, pulling down cinders from above and erupting into a spiraling, twisting flame that roars around the floor.


    Isaiah nods.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Dungeon] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Floor {12}
          
        


        
          	
            The Repentance Brand
          
        


        
          	
            Capacity: {26} Monster-Points
          

          	
            Traps: 02
          
        


        
          	
            A room full of metal walkways that are designed to look like a holy symbol from above. The floor of the room is full of a burning pit of fire. Smoke rises up towards the ceiling, where it vanishes into several grates.


            It is said that this is the very same brand that was used to once scorch a fallen god for his failures.

          
        


        
          	
            Room Effects:


            
              	Every time a NEGATIVE STATUS effect is applied to any creature here, the fire below will grow more intense, causing the metal walkways to heat up.


            


            
              	
                	Phase 1: No effect



                	Phase 2: -3% HEALTH/STAMINA per minute while in the room



                	Phase 3: -6% HEALTH/STAMINA per minute while in the room. Applies status [Heat Exhaustion]



                	Phase 4: The walkways will collapse.


              


            

          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Repentant Priestess] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Class: Priestess
          

          	
            Element: HOLY/FIRE
          
        


        
          	
            Type: Inflictor
          

          	
            Category: Homunculi
          
        


        
          	
            Rank: D
          
        


        
          	
            Level: 11
          
        


        
          	
            A variant of the shadowy-priestess, a repentant priestess is a monster in the shape of a person. For her sins, she now gives penance through the pain of burning herself.
          
        


        
          	
            HP: 30/30

          

          	
            SOUL: 44/44
          
        


        
          	
            [Mark of Penance]: Casts a magical barrier that expands over a distance of 3x3x3m and absorbs {10} damage. Anyone who touches it is affect by stacking status [Burn(1)]


            [Overcharged Heal]: A heal spell, mixed with purifying fire. Restores health to a target, but also applies stacking status [Burn(1)]

          
        

      
    


    


    "Not bad, right?" asks Crystal.


    Isaiah watches as the priestess creates a magical barrier that takes the form of an inscribed cube and then holds her hand against it.


    — A sizzling noise fills the room.


    The hooded woman mumbles indistinct prayers beneath her breath, not removing her burning hand.


    "It is a little dark, no?" asks Isaiah.


    "Nothing some more fire can’t fix!" replies Crystal, cheerfully. He frames the monsters, the priestesses below, with his fingers. "It’s a great floor! They come in and they have to stop the priestesses," explains Crystal. "The longer they’re alive, the more status effects are applied and the faster the fire down below grows!"


    "So it is a time challenge?" asks Isaiah.


    "Time and nerves," replies Crystal. "Floor's pretty hot down there for sure," he replies, looking down towards the floor that is covered in heaps of burning, indistinct material and ash.


    "What keeps it burning?" asks Isaiah, already knowing the answer.


    "Dungeon-magic," replies Crystal. "I’d like it more if we had something outside of the tower, like the river, to make the fire feel more ‘natural’, but we’ll work something out! Don’t you worry about it."


    Isaiah shrugs, not sure if it cares about that. But Crystal seems to know best. "Did you follow my design?" it asks, looking up to floor twelve.


    "Sure did!" replies Crystal, flying off. Isaiah flies after it.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Dungeon] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Floor {13}
          
        


        
          	
            The Ritual Smoke Chamber
          
        


        
          	
            Capacity: {28} Monster-Points
          

          	
            Traps: 02
          
        


        
          	
            Smoke pours into this room from below, drifting past several chambers full of herbal aromatics. It stings the eyes and obscures the creatures that hide within it. Stone faces adorn the walls, hidden just behind the smoke, looking down towards the path with soft uncertainty in their expressions.
          
        


        
          	
            Room Effects:


            
              	The soothing smoke restores drained SOUL

            

          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Incense-Elemental {Passive}] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Class: Priestess
          

          	
            Element: FIRE
          
        


        
          	
            Type: Illusionist
          

          	
            Category: Elemental*
          
        


        
          	
            Rank: C
          
        


        
          	
            Level: 12
          
        


        
          	
            A whispering cloud of fragrant incense. It takes the rough form of something akin to a human, but its body is insubstantial and gaps appear inside it at random places, shaped like eyes.
          
        


        
          	
            HP: 00/00

          

          	
            SOUL: 33/33
          
        


        
          	
            *Elementals do not have health-points. Instead, their soul-points act as health.
          
        


        
          	
            [Whispers of Doubt]: Whispers to any passing person, smelling of a familiar smell from a fond memory.


            They will attempt to dissuade them from whatever cause they currently pursue and allow them to consider the faith instead.

          
        

      
    


    


    "Are you sure about this though?" asks Crystal. "A whole floor of these guys?" he asks, pointing as the elemental drifts by. "We’re wasting two monster-points too, by using only C’s on this floor."


    Isaiah shakes its head. "It fits with my design," says the entity. "I want to focus the tower more on acceptance of outsiders, on conversion than on destruction. This is the right way forward," it states. "The other floors are ready?"


    "Working on it, but we’re getting there," replies Crystal.


    Isaiah nods, looking at the elemental and then around the incense filled room that smells vaguely of a bird’s nest. "Those who we could not convert below will have died before they got here," says Isaiah. "Those who survive are strong and we need them even more."


    "Mind control never works, boss," says Crystal. "I’ve seen it tried a thousand times. It just makes people angrier."


    Isaiah shakes its head, rising into the air. "We will do no such thing," it explains. "It is not control, we simply offer another way. It is their choice to take it or not." It flies off, to inspect the floors and to continue with the segment. This is a full day of work in and of itself.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Dungeon] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Restricted sub-rooms:


            
              	Kitchen {LEVEL 2}


              	Food storage {LEVEL 1}


              	Tunnels {LEVEL 1}

            

          
        


        
          	
            Outside areas:


            
              	Graveyard {LEVEL 2}



              	Hot-springs {LEVEL 1}



              	Quarry {LEVEL 1}


            

          
        


        
          	
            Current Floors:


            
              	
                	The Wading Pool


                	The Weeping Bridge



                	The Prayer Hall



                	The Holy-Water Basin



                	The Ritual-Chamber



                	The Lower Viewing Platform



                	The Lower Workings



                	The Upper Workings



                	The Cathedral Organry


                9.1. Safe room 01



                	The Bell Tower (💀)



                	The Funneling Chamber



                	The Repentance Brand



                	The Ritual Smoke Chamber



                	The Conversion Hall of Mirrors



                	The Steam-Pipe Continuation



                	Clutch of Unusual Eggs



                	The Mischievous Flame



                	The Foxfire Meadow



                	The Shrine of Tribulation


                19.1. Safe Room 02



                	- (💀)



                	-



                	-



                	Roost atop the Very-big-tree (☠️) <


              


            

          
        


        
          	
            Estimated difficulty: Normal
          

          	
            Estimated intruder level: 10
          
        


        
          	
            Estimated defender level: 14
          

          	
            Monster count: 20
          
        


        
          	
            Bosses: 02
          

          	
            Traps: 00
          
        


        
          	
            Chests: 08
          

          	
            Dungeon territory: 1.2144 km
          
        


        
          	
            Rank: D
          
        

      
    


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Beulah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    Beulah stares around himself, looking around the room of the tower that he's been brought to by the red orb of light. For something divine, the red creature was fairly snarky, all things considered. This is an odd place. The tower as a whole, certainly. But this floor especially. It's floor eighteen.


    Floor eighteen, despite the incredible heat that drifts around it, is a somewhat odd, enclosed forest, lined with strong needle-trees. Lights dance around the forest, cinders from the floors above and below drift through the air like fireflies. But they never set the heat-resistant species of trees alight and instead paint the room with a mystical glow, akin to the orange hue of the color of a fox's fur.


    From what Beulah has gathered in his somewhat frantic time here, trying to understand the nature of this place, he's come to understand that this tower is a dungeon. This is fairly unusual in and of itself. The fact that it's clearly a divine and spiritual place is even odder. He isn't a spiritual person, nor has he ever been. But there's clearly something happening here that's impossible to ignore. Could it really just be blind luck that, while running for his life, he found his way here? To this place? To the only place he could have gone to escape the guards? To survive? He doesn't know. But it's certainly something to think about during the quiet nights.


    The red spirit had told him that there's work for him here, but it didn't really specify and he doesn't really know what his 'work' could entail. He's not really qualified to do much of anything, honestly. But, he supposes that if he's being allowed to live here, then having a day job can't be bad, right? He'll bide his time for a while, lay low, stay quiet. Maybe in a few weeks, the air will clear and people will forget about him outside. Then he can get out of here. He'll run to the north or the east, maybe. He can start over there.


    Beulah nods. This is a good plan.


    Something rustles in the bushes next to himself. The man's head snaps to the side as a creature pops out of the smoldering undergrowth.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Kitsune Shrine-Maiden] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Class: Priestess
          

          	
            Element: HOLY/NATURE
          
        


        
          	
            Type: Trickster
          

          	
            Category: Homunculi
          
        


        
          	
            Rank: C
          
        


        
          	
            Level: 15
          
        


        
          	
            A shrine-maiden is a sub-variant of the priestess class, dedicated solely to defensive measures around a specific, physical structure. Where-as priestesses are free-wandering casters, shrine-maidens are bound to their home shrine and only have power around it. Wandering too far from their shrine will reduce their power significantly.


            However, their shrines allow them to tap into the world's ambient magics, gathered by the building, making them far more powerful than an equivalent level caster while inside or near their homes.


            Kitsunes are human-beast half-breeds and are extremely mischievous creatures.

          
        


        
          	
            HP: 36/36

          

          	
            SOUL: 44/44
          
        


        
          	
            [Fox-Fire]: Inflicts stacking status [Burn(1)] to a target. Bypasses FIRE-RESISTANCE by dealing NATURE damage


            [Shrine Magic]: Allows for active magical manipulation of the rooms of the inhabited shrine, allowing for a variety of tricks, traps and deceptions.

          
        

      
    


    


    Beulah takes a wary step back.


    The bushes behind him rustle. He turns his head, looking as another long-eared face pops out of the underbrush. Its eyes shine in the firelight, staring intently his way with a predator's gleam.


    His gaze wanders nervously around the area, having trouble differentiating if the orange glows in the woods around himself are flowing cinders or the shine of even more eyes, warily staring his way.


    "I uh... I was sent here to help work?" he says, lifting his hands into the air in a pacifying gesture.


    All of the faces disappear, vanishing back into the forest, leaving Beulah looking around himself in silent confusion for a time as fires crackle noisily all around himself.


    On the edge of his vision, a trodden path opens up in the burning forest, leading towards a small, wooden structure that is surrounded by ever-burning trees. Soot falls down from the stone ceiling, dropping from above like flakes of tarnished snow.


    Nervously looking around himself, Beulah makes his way towards the shrine, gulping as his boots sink into the mounds of ash beneath himself. Just for a few weeks. He just has to survive for a while here. Then he can make his escape.

  




  Chapter 28: Busy hands are safe from being misguided by the unjust


    
      
        
          	
            "Using a bathroom in the dungeon?


            Well… it’s kind of awkward.


            I mean, as an adventurer, you kind of just do what you have to do, you know? But it’s also a real problem in a way that’s hard to explain. I’m not a shy person or anything, mind you. But… I don’t want anyone watching me when I ‘take a break’. I think that’s fair, right?


            But the thing about being in a dungeon is that you just kind of… always feel watched. 


            One time, I had to work and I had a bad stomach issue that week. I was in the central beginner’s dungeon. Fairly standard-fare. Level one spriggans, things like that.


            Well, I had to make a quick stop after clearing floor three and, hand to the gods, the moment I was ‘in the middle of it’, I heard footsteps coming up from below.


            — You need to understand that the central dungeon doesn’t have patrolling monsters. It’s literally the easiest, most friendly dungeon there is.


            So here I am, leaving my mark on history and there comes this huge, hulking behemoth of a dryad stomping her way up. Dryads don’t come until floor ten! Let alone ones this big.


            Now, was I just particularly unlucky and was part of some sort of cosmic happenstance that day? Maybe.


            But what I think is that the dungeon took particular offense to my, uh, difficulties and decided to catch me, literally with my pants down.


            It almost worked too. I made it out of there, but not with my pants or my dignity and let me tell you that there was no worse feeling in my life then stepping out of that dungeon portal and being seen by a thousand people on the busiest marketplace in the world as ‘the guy who shit himself in the easiest dungeon there is’.


            Nobody ever believed me. But I swear it's true. Hand on my heart."

          
        

      
    


    


    ~Conversation with an adventurer who is having trouble finding a party


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Rorate] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    Rorate holds onto the reins of the anqa as she rides down the road, towards the west, towards the city.


    People have been gathering outside of the tower, certainly not an insignificant number of them. It seems that word of the place has spread, at least to the nearby villages around and inside of the forest.


    — She supposes the giant bell did play a noticeable part in that. But the twenty story high tower -


    She turns her head around for a moment, looking at it.


    - Twenty-five story high tower, she corrects herself, is a bit of an eye-catcher. It’s amazing, just how fast it’s being built. She’s seen houses take years to make and here, the tower is just sort of… sprouting, rising up towards the heavens like a budding tree, pressing out of the soil.


    A holy dungeon.


    Why would the gods put such a thing here, such an obvious, fantastic spectacle, if they didn’t have some grand plan in mind?


    Rorate simply does not know.


    But she knows that people are fearful creatures and that they do rash, thoughtless things when they are afraid. Just like she herself had done only a little while prior.


    She whips the reins and the anqa runs faster, the other one behind them, speeding up to keep pace.


    For her own perceptions, she is a simple woman. She’s not very smart or talented or lucky or beautiful or anything really exemplary. So the fact that she’s gotten this chance to be here, to be a part of a divine will is something so incredible that she can’t help but to have a deep, whole desire to simply do her best.


    Nobody has ever had faith in her before.


    She rides off to the west, towards the city.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    "White," says Isaiah.


    "Hallow," replies White. Isaiah looks around, it is down at the bottom of the tower, in the tunnels. It is a place where it very much dislikes being. "How is the work?"


    "Substantial," replies White. "I can scarcely keep up with the demand for stone. The stockpile is about depleted."


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Pilgrimage] ~

          
        


        
          	
            The tower gains ambient magic from the arrival of strangers.

          
        


        
          	
            +03 EXP

          
        


        
          	
            EXP: 400/750
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Prayers] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Prayers have been said at the shrine.

          
        


        
          	
            +01 EXP

          
        


        
          	
            EXP: 401/750
          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah nods. "You will have more help soon," it says. "Once Beulah begins, I will summon another uthra."


    "Looking forward to it," replies White. "It gets lonesome down here."


    Isaiah tilts its head. "Why not speak with Red?"


    White lifts its hands. "All life is sacred. But Red is adverse to that concept. We have our differences."


    Isaiah thinks. It seems a little sad, actually. White has been down here for days now, just digging by itself. Herself? Himself? All of the uthra appear to have a gender, it really ought to get to learning them. They are a ‘team’, after all, yes?


    "White, continue your tunneling beneath the graveyard," instructs Isaiah.


    "I believe that would cause problems," replies White. "With the bodies."


    Isaiah shakes its head. "Go get Black. You two are to tunnel beneath the graveyard and make a series of catacombs together."


    White perks up. "Oh. Of course!" it says, flying off.


    "- Wait," says Isaiah, pointing at it with a talon. "Are you male or female?"


    "An unprofessional question," replies White. "Male."


    Isaiah nods, waving him off.


    The graveyard needs to expand underground anyway, or it will simply take up too much space on the surface. Plus this gives White a chance to spend time with another uthra. Comradery is a good development. It will make them more effective as workers.


    


    
      
        
          	
            - [Territory Breached!] -

          
        


        
          	
            Intruders: 04

          

          	
            Average Level: 09

          
        


        
          	
            Difficulty: Challenging

          
        

      
    


    


    Ah. It looks like the humans are back again.


    Isaiah considers looking for a moment, but then, it decides not to, as Red had advised.


    — There is too much else to do.


    


    


    


    Isaiah holds the small, blue stone in its hands, looking at it.


    — A sapphire.


    White had extracted it ages ago, but it had simply been sitting in the stockpile ever since.


    The stockpile is a problem of its own. Currently, it is simply sitting outside, in the open. But nobody seems to have bothered climbing around the towers of bricks there yet, lucky enough. The gold and iron that they have been collecting are all nested there, in the center of it all, right out in the open.


    


    
      
        
          	
            FLOOR TWO - CLEARED
          
        


        
          	
            Intruders Remaining: 04
          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah looks around the underground area. Staring at the forge, which it had never been inside of before until now. "Gray," it says, looking at the uthra at work, smelting iron ore into a usable state. "What should I do with this?" it asks, holding out the sapphire.


    "Huh?" asks Gray, looking over from its work. "Oh. Uh… Crystal and Red could probably tell you more. They spent time at the Emerald. She was all gems," says Gray. "But if I understood it right, rare stones are usually full of condensed ambient magic from the core of the world," explains the creature, returning to its tasks. "You can use them for special monsters and traps and things like that," it says. "A sapphire will let you do water or ice stuff, I guess," says the uthra. "It’s blue. So it makes sense to me."


    Isaiah nods, looking back down at the stone in its hands.


    


    
      
        
          	
            New Area

          
        


        
          	
            ~ [Dungeon] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Floor {27}

          
        


        
          	
            The twenty-seventh floor of the tower dungeon. It is currently empty.
          
        


        
          	
            Capacity: {56} Monster-Points

          

          	
            Traps: 02
          
        


        
          	
            Monster-Point prices per monster
          
        


        
          	
            F-Rank: 01
          

          	
            E-Rank: 02
          
        


        
          	
            D-Rank: 04
          

          	
            C-Rank: 08
          
        


        
          	
            B-Rank: 16
          

          	
            A-Rank: 32
          
        


        
          	
            S-Rank: 64
          

          	
            SS-Rank: 128
          
        


        
          	
            SSS-Rank: 256
          
        


        
          	
            The next sub-boss/challenge room will be available in {08} floors.


            The next boss arena will be available in {03} floors.

          
        

      
    


    


    What a pretty thing.


    


    


    


    A kitchen.


    Isaiah looks around the room down in the tunnels beneath the tower. It’s… honestly kind of nice? It’s a small, but well furnished room, lined with sturdy, wooden cabinets and an iron stove. A door leads to a deeper cellar, where the perishables are likely stored. A table sits against the wall, with a red checkered tablecloth that Teal had likely made. It honestly looks like any other quaint human kitchen. One would never know that it’s beneath a dungeon, if not for the full lack of windows.


    Like a fish out of water, Isaiah wanders through the room, maintaining a curious, harpyish posture as it examines the space. It remembers kitchens from its human life. It had always liked kitchens then and it does now too. Food is good. Red cooks really great food.


    Isaiah rubs its face, remembering the concept of shared meals, of get-togethers and events of such a nature.


    — Perhaps, when times are less dire, there will be opportunities to break bread with the uthra, Rorate and any others there will be by then?


    That would perhaps be… nice.


    The crackling of the fire gets its attention. Isaiah turns to look at something moving inside of the stove.


    A monster?


    It doesn’t recall summoning a monster down here. Isaiah bends down, looking into the oven.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Fire Spirit] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Class: Monster
          

          	
            Element: FIRE
          
        


        
          	
            Type: Trickster
          

          	
            Category: Elemental*
          
        


        
          	
            Rank: F
          
        


        
          	
            Level: 01
          
        


        
          	
            A small, raging spirit of flame, born out of sheer happenstance. It isn’t particularly strong or useful, but it does have a fighting spirit.

          
        


        
          	
            HP: 00/00

          

          	
            SOUL: 10/10
          
        


        
          	
            *Elementals do not have health-points. Instead, their soul-points act as health.

          
        

      
    


    


    Oh. This must have come from the special effect of this room. Isaiah recalls seeing something about it having a rare chance summoning a fire-spirit every day. Huh…


    The small creature bounces around. It looks like the burning head of a matchstick, if it had arms and legs.


    An interesting development, if not very useful.


    …Or?


    Isaiah looks down at the blue gemstone in its hands. Hmm…


    Perhaps a token gesture of helpfulness on its own part would be an appropriate act of reciprocity towards Red and the others?


    Isaiah holds a hand out. The fire-spirit runs onto it, crawling around like an excitable pixie. But it doesn’t burn Isaiah.


    


    
      
        
          	
            FLOOR FOUR - CLEARED
          
        


        
          	
            Intruders Remaining: 04
          
        

      
    


    


     


     


    "Here," says Isaiah. "Take this," it orders, holding out the small sapphire.


    The fire-elemental stops on Isaiah’s shoulder, staring down at the other, adjacent hand with the gem in it.


    Like a giddy spider's child with too many legs, it scurries down its arm, new appendages growing from its fiery body so that it can move faster. The tiny elemental wraps itself around the gemstone.


    A soft, blue glow shines out of the sapphire, piercing through the red, licking flames. The lights merge in Isaiah’s palm, coming together into a new entity that is much denser, calmer, quieter.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Ice Spirit{2}] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Class: Monster
          

          	
            Element: ICE
          
        


        
          	
            Type: Modifier
          

          	
            Category: Elemental*
          
        


        
          	
            Rank: D
          
        


        
          	
            Level: 04
          
        


        
          	
            A calm, heavily defensive spirit that prefers to be alone in quiet darkness. It emanates an icy aura out from itself in all directions. While not particularly adapt in combat, ice spirits have particularly strong ambient ice magic that affects the immediate area around themselves.

          
        


        
          	
            HP: 00/00

          

          	
            SOUL: 26/26
          
        


        
          	
            *Elementals do not have health-points. Instead, their soul-points act as health.

          
        

      
    


    


    The changed elemental, now a quivering mass of ice-crystals, comes to a slow as it then simply sits perfectly still in Isaiah’s hand. It's demeanor has changed entirely from just a moment ago.


    Isaiah heads to the door of the pantry, opening it. A small staircase leads down to a room below that is stocked with vegetables and meats, which hang in the darkness from a series of rafters.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Pilgrimage] ~

          
        


        
          	
            The tower gains ambient magic from the arrival of strangers.

          
        


        
          	
            +03 EXP

          
        


        
          	
            EXP: 404/750
          
        

      
    


    


     


    "Here," says Isaiah, holding its hand downward. "You may stay here."


    The calm, lazy ice elemental lifts up into the air and flies into the pantry, leaving a trail of ice growing in its wake. Isaiah exhales, seeing its own breath before its face already. 


    With this, their food will stay fresh for a lot longer. A critical investment, if they want to keep more humans and elves and the like here, at the tower.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Dungeon] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Upgraded Area

          
        


        
          	
            Kitchen {Level 2} to Kitchen {Level 3}!
          
        


        
          	
            A simple cooking area, offering the utility to allow preparation of more complex foods that can be used to attract monsters with a more refined taste. It has a functional ice-cellar that will greatly extend the shelf-life of perishable foods.

          
        


        
          	
            Level {3} Effect: Perishable durability decay rate lowered by 85%


            Level {2} Effect: Allows the preparation of complex food items.


             Firepit: 01% chance of summoning a FIRE-SPIRIT every day


            {Holy}[Beauty in Simplicity]: Basic, simple meals cooked here are more restorative than usual.

          
        


        
          	
            THIS IS A RESTRICTED AREA. NO HOSTILE INTRUDERS ARE ALLOWED INSIDE OF THE KITCHEN AREA.

          
        

      
    


    


    Now if only it could find something interesting to do with their gold.


    


    


    


    Isaiah sits atop the roost of the tower, watching as a large crowd of people slowly gathers below.


    


    
      
        
          	
            - [Dungeon Breached Concluded!] -

          
        


        
          	
            Killed Intruders: 00

          

          	
            Average Level: 09

          
        


        
          	
            Fled Intruders: 04

          

          	
            Killed Defenders: 18

          
        


        
          	
            Difficulty: Challenging

          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~
          
        


        
          	
            +100 EXPERIENCE POINTS.
          
        


        
          	
            EXP: 504/750
          
        

      
    


    


     


     


    It closes its eyes, looking through the eyes of a statue on the grounds.


    


    


    


    Four people frantically stumble out of the dungeon, one of them being dragged out by the others. All of them are gasping for air, as if they had run for their lives as fast as they could.


    "What the hell was that?!" yells one of them, falling down to the ground and leaning against the wall.


    A crowd of people has gathered outside of the tower. Many of them are just looking around, but some seem to be here to study the area and the situation.


    "- They just got stronger out of nowhere, didn’t they?!" asks the man, who had been carrying his limping friend.


    "You folks good?" calls a stranger from down below the entrance.


    They give a tentative thumbs-up. "Dungeon shifted levels," explains the man, who had to be carried. "We trashed floors one to five and we were fighting an encounter on six when…"


    "- It was fucked!" interrupts their caster. "You should have seen it. There’s a golem and a fake, right?" she asks. "Well, they just boosted right in the middle of the encounter. There wasn’t a trigger event or anything!"


    The people below mutter to each other.


    Oh… right.


    Isaiah had forgotten that it had been underground the whole time. The tower must have been ridiculously easy to challenge while it was in the tunnels. Then when it had gone up to the top, to the roost, again, they must have been in the middle of the floor six fight. So it powered up because of the 'grand tower' ability.


    Ah…


    Isaiah comes to a terrible realization, perhaps far too late.


    — Why didn’t it just… go downstairs while the inspection team was here? Damn it.


    "I would have sworn they got smarter too," says the man. "That look in her eyes… it changed. That wasn’t normal homunculi shit. There’s something wrong with this place."


    A group comes up to help them down and carry them to the hot-springs to heal.


    However, their somewhat successful incursion seems to be what another group was waiting for and now, they make their entrance into the tower.


    


    


    


    Isaiah returns to its body and tilts its head.


    Interesting. It will have to make more targeted use of this manipulation of mechanics in the future. Perhaps when there are parties that it wants to see particularly bad or well, it can adjust its position accordingly.


    


    
      
        
          	
            - [Territory Breached!] -

          
        


        
          	
            Intruders: 05

          

          	
            Average Level: 13

          
        


        
          	
            Difficulty: Fairly Challenging

          
        

      
    


    


    For now, it thinks it will stay here to give the humans a fair enough shot.

  




  Chapter 29: A drop of time fills the basin of life, yet the cup is dry.


    
      
        
          	
            Teamwork is the most important thing inside of a dungeon.


            You might be some powerful hotshot who thinks that you can just grind it out alone with enough piss and vinegar. But what will your plan be when the dungeon fields an encounter that requires cooperation to complete? What if you find a timed mechanic that requires that two people be at different locations? What if you overestimate yourself and bite off more than you can chew in a fight?


            Having a competent party is the most important factor in a person’s chance of survival in a dungeon. It is more important than any other factor.


            Give me a true hero, summoned by the gods at the maximum level, one-hundred, and send him into a dungeon alone. Then, give me a fussy group of random level forties from a seedy guild and a week to let them build some spirit with each other.


            — You know who I think will make it through that dungeon?


            The party. It’s not a contest.


            Adventuring parties play off of each other. They are singular pieces that construct a robust, environmentally responsive organism. People in small groups of three to six, which are the standard ranges for an adventuring party to consist of, are far more adaptable, competent and consistent than groups of any other size, larger or smaller. People have a way of holding each other accountable down in those dark places. They have a way of pressing off of each other, combining their skills and talents into unique combinations that most dungeons simply can’t calculate against.


            A dungeon-core knows how to deal with a single fire-caster, off on his own in the hole.


            What a dungeon-core isn’t prepared for is when that fire-caster teams up with a monk, with fire-resistant skin. Or when a lightning and a water caster team up to electrify entire floors at once. Or when an archer and a battle-alchemist team up, to make highly volatile, high-speed explosive projectiles in the middle of a fight.


            You aren’t just safer in a party.


            You’re stronger in it too.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ A rant on the ego of particularly naturally gifted adventurers and their flaws


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Irascaris] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Male, Lancer 
          
        


        
          	
            Floor five
          
        

      
    


    


    Sparks fly out in all directions as the blade of the lance slides along the hulking spirit’s armor, scraping over the right side of its hard, ethereal breastplate. His own body is still moving with the momentum of his swing, the fabric of his shawl billowing in his wake.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Irascaris) did {02} DMG to (Ethereal Paladin {💀}) with his fumbled attack
          
        


        
          	
            Ethereal Paladin {💀} HP: 31/50
          
        

      
    


    


    The spirit’s head, a hollow, metal helmet that is composed entirely of solidified light, turns his way in the middle of his lunge.


    "- Look out!"


    Irascaris stumbles, losing his footing and falling, catching himself with a shoulder roll as the stones shake beneath himself. He quickly turns his head, looking at the man standing between himself and a massive, glowing fist, blocking it off with a heavily dented shield that his rescuer is struggling to hold up with both of his arms.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Ethereal Paladin {💀}) used: [Relentless Conviction]
          
        

      
    


    


    The entity’s glowing body, composed entirely out of solidified holy light, lets out a strong pulsation. The air around it quivers for an instant, before the man with the shield is sent flying as well, landing next to Irascaris.


    Glass shatters.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Caeli) did {08} NATURE DMG to (Ethereal Paladin {💀}) with her [Potion of Bramble Brier]
          
        


        
          	
            Ethereal Paladin {💀} HP: 23/50
          
        


        
          	
            Applied Status: [Rooted]
          
        

      
    


    


    A brackish liquid drips down the spirit’s armored body, dripping to the fallen, broken glass on the floor at its feet. Large, thorny brambles grow out of the stained stones there. The sub-boss’ legs are ensnared and it tries to fight itself free.


    Irascaris gets back up onto his feet, helping their party tank, Domi, get back up too.


    "We almost got him," says Caeli, the battle-alchemist, regrouping back with them into a triangle formation. She reaches around, handing each of them one of the many dozens of potions on her belt. "Drink these. Same as before," she orders. "He’s going to heal now when the snare wears off. Ira, interrupt the spell. Domi, keep him off Ira."


    "There’s probably a better tactic than just tanking him out like this," says Irascaris, wiping his face and looking at the glowing, monstrous spirit before them.


    "We’re making do!" she barks, turning her head to look back his way, her short bangs flapping against her forehead. "This place is messed up. Be glad if we get out of here alive."


    A glow surrounds the ghostly paladin.


    


    
      
        
          	
            Status: [Rooted] has been purged!
          
        


        
          	
            (Ethereal Paladin {💀}) has started channeling: [Heal]
          
        

      
    


    


    "Go!" orders the party-leader, as they repeat the routine for the third time now.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    Interesting.


    Isaiah returns to its vision, feeling a little wobbly on its legs. Its talons clutch the branch of the very-big-tree tightly.


    "Did it work?" asks Red’s voice from next to Isaiah.


    Isaiah looks over to her and nods. "It did. Thank you, Red," says the entity. "I was able to view not through the statues, but through the eyes of a human."


    Red nods. "It’s a kink in Crystal’s statue system. It might be against the rules or something, but I won’t tell anybody if you don’t," says Red, hovering there.


    Isaiah nods back. "Thank you, Red. It will be our secret."


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Rorate] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Dark-Elf, Female, Fighter
          
        


        
          	
            The Human City
          
        

      
    


    


    The familiar smells and sounds of civilization reach Rorate, as she slowly rides back into the very city that she had wandered out of in a manic stupor the last time that she was here.


    The sun shines brightly to greet her as she passes through the massive, stone gates to the city. She waves to the bored guards by the entryway. Rorate simply rides past them and they don’t really seem to care or even look. Nothing ever happens around these parts. She does notice that they do seem to be watching the area behind her instead though, the forest.


    Her eyes wander back forward, listening to the sounds of the other anqa trailing her. They’re flocking animals that are hard to spook and they prefer to stick together. It makes it easy to transport them, as they’ll usually just follow along without many issues along the way.


    The city itself is bustling and alive with an abundance of life and activity that… honestly, she had never really noticed before, despite living here for so long.


    Rorate sits on the anqa, looking around at the crowds that are lining up to buy various goods and foods at open-faced stalls and vendors. People walk by in all directions, on their ways to work or to whatever it is they do all day and children run between the gaps of the bustling crowds, loudly chasing after another in play.


    "— It got bigger again!" says a voice. "Look!"


    Rorate turns her head around, following the stranger’s finger, which points back behind herself, towards the forest, out of which something very noticeable juts out of the landscape.


    The crowd around them murmurs, letting out all sorts of thoughts about what it might be.


    She motions for the anqa to go forward. It seems that the news of the tower being a dungeon hasn’t reached most of the normal people here yet. But that should be a matter of days at this point.


    Rorate sets off into the heart of the massive city.


    Everyone lives here. Humans and elves and orcs and dwarves, though the latter only very sparsely. Dwarves have all but died out these days. It seems that, for whatever reason, human blood is stronger than that of the other races. Most often, when a human and a dwarf paired up, it led to a child with mostly human characteristics. The same is true of the other races to a lesser, but still noticeable extent. All half-breeds, half-elves and so on, are actually more than half human. Perhaps they’re more seventy-percent-breeds.


    The scholars of blood say that in many generations from now, there will only be humans left in the world.


    — But she doesn’t think that makes sense. The gods who had made all of their different kinds wouldn’t just let them be washed away, right?


    Rorate’s eyes wander past the only dwarf she sees in the whole crowd, as she rides off to sell the anqas.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah finds a rare moment to simply… stop.


    It sits on the thick branch of the very-large-tree and simply stares up towards the lazily drifting clouds in the sky.


    Green buzzes around below, tending to the very-large-tree and the grasses. It seems to be an issue for them, being up this high. But Green says that he’s confident that he can make it work somehow. It turns out that Green is a male. Another one identified. That only leaves a few uthra left who it isn't sure about.


    As for the plants, Isaiah hopes that Green can save them. It very much likes its special tree.


    The entity lowers its gaze, looking down towards the forest below. At the same time, the tower rises another floor higher, taking it another span of distance away from its old home, but it doesn’t look at the new menu that appears, which displays the information of another new floor.


    Some humans are running around inside of the tower, but Isaiah doesn’t watch them or bother flying around in varying heights to make them fall into a sense of false security, like it had done with the last group.


    Somebody prays in the shrine and it gets experience-points again, but it doesn’t look at that either. It's just sitting there, trying to breathe for a moment.


    — It’s all been so fast.


    Two weeks, just about.


    In just about two weeks, all of the things that have happened, have happened, and, for what feels like the first time, Isaiah simply takes a moment to sit there and let it all wash over itself.


    Whether it ‘has’ this moment or not is debatable. The eggs are soon to hatch. The second human-inspectors are due to arrive at any moment. But it is taking the moment nonetheless.


    "Isaiah," it mutters beneath its breath, recalling the name of the creature it had once met in a river. It is also the name of a man who it had once been in a former lifetime.


    Isaiah tilts its head, looking at a funny cloud. It is sure that Rorate would have laughed at this one. It really does look rather humorous.


    — It recalls little of its human life. Bits and pieces only. It didn’t mind being a human, at least back when it was one. But then it got to be a bird.


    Being a bird was nice.


    Isaiah stares at the trees of the forest.


    It had gotten to eat fat, juicy worms and build a nest and it got to sing and start a family. It didn’t get to do any of those things as a human or as a dungeon-core. Being a bird was its favorite life and, while its human life was properly resolved and closed off with a real death, it feels like its bird life wasn’t.


    Isaiah’s eyes wander down towards the sun-dial that Rorate had acquired for it, sitting in the shade of the very-big-tree.


    This will give it the ability to freeze its old nest and partner in time, at least long enough so that it can be turned back into a bird, so that it can be there for the hatching and for its family.


    That is the thought that makes Isaiah unsure of many things.


    As a human, it had a family, didn’t it? At least a blood related one. But it does not seek to return to them.


    Yet as a bird, it had a family and it now yearns to be a part of their collective once again.


    Isaiah looks around itself at the uthra, who are busy at work and then its eyes wander off towards the human city in the west, where Rorate is.


    All of them are working hard on its behalf in this newest life of its. They aren't working for human-Isaiah or for bird-Isaiah. They're working for dungeon-core-Isaiah.


    — So it almost feels like a cruelty that they are doing so simply for the sake of Isaiah’s personal wish alone. Presumably, when it gets turned back into a bird, the dungeon-core’s magic will fade. The tower will collapse and everything they have toiled for will have been for nothing.


    Right?


    It rubs its head, unsure. Moral dilemmas are a rarity for itself to experience. But now it seems to have found one.


    


    
      
        
          	
            - [Dungeon Breached Concluded!] -

          
        


        
          	
            Killed Intruders: 00

          

          	
            Average Level: 08

          
        


        
          	
            Fled Intruders: 03

          

          	
            Killed Defenders: 18

          
        


        
          	
            Difficulty: Normal

          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~
          
        


        
          	
            +100 EXPERIENCE POINTS.
          
        


        
          	
            EXP: 627/750
          
        

      
    


    


    Three figures exit the dungeon below, winded and battered, but they look excited about their accomplishments and seem to have the energy to dance and celebrate in a circle together.


    These are the people it was watching before. It seems that they beat the challenge-room on floor five and then even made it out again with a hasty retreat.


    Interestingly, despite what a stressful situation that must have been, they seem… happy.


    Isaiah tilts its head, watching their vague shapes from high up on above.


    Perhaps it is an odd thing to feel, given that they are intruders in its home and that it feels that it is still in its own best interest for them to have died in here. But, in a way that is hard to explain, Isaiah is happy that they’re happy.


    It lifts its gaze to the sky.


    Life is confusing as a human, as a bird and even as a dungeon-core.


    But it will have to make a choice soon about where this will all lead. Time is a precious commodity and it is running very short.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Rorate] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Dark-Elf, Female, Fighter
          
        


        
          	
            The Human City
          
        

      
    


    


    Rorate whistles to herself, a serious lump of money stashed away safely in her pocket as she walks into the alchemist’s shop.


    The sale of the anqas had been successful and she even has something small to surprise Teal with when she gets back.


    The dark-elf turns her whistling to a chipper hum as she leans down and stares at her distorted reflection in a large, glass sphere.


    It’s a good thing that she was paying attention when the witch of the dark forest made her mushroom-brew. The others, the people who are attacking the tower… they need to see Isaiah for what it really is, like she herself did on that day when it saved her from herself. Then, they’ll understand that the creature isn’t a threat.


    — It is there to save them. Just like it saved her. She's going to make them see that.


    "Hi!" she says, tapping one of the glass vials. "I need about… uh… a hundred of these delivered as fast as you can!" says the dark-elf, placing a large sum of money down before the somewhat taken aback alchemist.

  




  Chapter 30: The base of the needle


    
      
        
          	
            Ranking Officer Walundra: "Huh? What do you mean their trackers went dark?"


            He pokes the crystal on the table, trying to get it to light back up.


            


            Senior Scryer, Rank A, Blick: "They’re dark, sir."


            Officer Walundra stares at the table for a moment, before looking around the room.


            


            Walundra: "Slime-shit. We haven’t had a lights out since… gods, I don’t even remember. Are you sure this thing is on?"


            


            Blick: "The scrying crystal is active, sir. They’re either in a hole or they’ve been removed."


            Officer Walundra leans back upright, crossing his arms and closing his eyes.


            A lack of communication is present.


            


            Walundra: "Okay. Saddle up team two. I want full tracking. Give me resonation crystals on each and every one of them. Front and back."


            He points at the regional map on the table.


            "Something’s gone wrong. I want to know what it is."


            


            Blick: "Should I notify the central-authority and request a destruction team?"


            Walundra lets out an audible tsk, his eyebrow’s twitching.


            


            Walundra: "Boy. Are you trying to cost me my job?!"


            Officer Walundra approaches Scryer Blick.


            "If we lost a team, I’m through. They’re probably just lost in the forest. Send in the B-team to find them."


            Officer Walundra looks my way, as I record into the memory-shard.


            


            Walundra: "You! Turn that thing off!"


            He walks towards me.


            I do not obey his or-

          
        

      
    


    


    ~Broken magical security transmission, intercepted by a band of wayfarers who have set-up a bandit’s lair on top of a powerful leyline, several days prior


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [The Humming Man] ~

          
        


        
          	
            ???, Male, Chronomancer
          
        

      
    


    


     


     


    The humming man kneels down, holding out his gloved hand towards the ground, a finger outstretched to graze a standing flower that moves in the soft, spring gale. Its cupped head flushly blooms free, sticking out from a cluster that is nested near a strong, healthy tree.


    The calm butterfly, crawling along the petals of the flower, indifferent to the man’s presence, wanders up his finger and crawls around the bends of his brown, leather glove. He lifts it up, watching as it slowly flaps its wings in an idle state of movement. Then, as a new push of wind comes, it flies off with it, carried away, together with a soft swarm of loosened petals of many colors.


    He stands there, the fabric of his wizard’s hat billowing in the wind for a time, before he turns to look back all around himself.


    Calmly, he watches with all the time in the world.


    The tower grows larger.


    "Health-potions!" calls a voice. A woman with many bottles on her body, a battle-alchemist, seems to be selling potions to groups of adventurers. "Come get your health-potions! Fifty Obols each!"


    He wanders down the way.


    "You folks need the tactics for the sub-boss on floor five?" asks another man, talking to an adventuring party. "I got them right here!" he says, shaking a scroll in his hands. "Only one-hundred Obols!" he says. "A small price to pay for your lives, right?"


    The humming man smiles and plants his hands on his hips, lifting his gaze up along the length of the tower.


    What an interesting place.


    The thing that caught his interest isn’t visible here, the time disturbance in this area. But this, as a whole, is also interesting.


    — A new dungeon? A new kind of dungeon?


    Armored anqas screech behind him, riding in fast. The crowd turns to look, clearing the way as a group of five very serious looking people arrive on the scene.


    The humming man simply stands there in the middle of the road, his hands on his hips, continuing to enjoy the scene. One of the riders swipes around in annoyance, his anqa veering to the side as a butterfly awkwardly slaps into his face.


    The anqa, which was on track to trample him, bends around the chronomancer and the group of riders simply ride past him, as if indifferent or entirely unaware of the idea of running him down as they rush towards the entrance of the dungeon and look around the area.


    He adjusts his wizard's hat and returns to his work, looking at the twitching butterfly down on the ground, unable to get back up because of its broken wings and legs.


    — Maybe the thing he's looking for is inside?


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    "Red."


    Red flies in. "Yeah. I saw. They’re here," she says. The two of them look down. It looks like they’re talking to the people, trying to get information.


    Although it looks more like a series of interrogations, than a conversation.


    "We probably have until they sniff out the area and finish spooking all of them," says Red.


    "Red."


    Red lifts a hand, looking to the side. "Yeah. I saw," she repeats.


    Isaiah tensely looks back towards the status window that had appeared.


    


    
      
        
          	
            - [Territory Breached!] -

          
        


        
          	
            Intruders: 05

          

          	
            Average Level: 70

          
        


        
          	
            Difficulty: IMPOSSIBLE

          
        

      
    


    


     


     


    Isaiah looks away, staring back down towards the second team of inspectors, who have finally arrived. "Can we just crush them again?" it asks.


    "We can sure as hell try," replies Red. "But I think these guys are going to be more careful than the last ones."


    "…Do you think I should speak with them?" asks Isaiah. "What if I make an appearance? If I just try to tell them the truth?"


    Red shakes her head. "Listen. I get that it sounds like a good idea, but think about it," she says, tapping the side of her head. "You’re gonna fly down there, where you’re vulnerable, into a troop of murder-masters who are already on edge."


    "I will approach them peacefully," suggests Isaiah.


    "I’m not sure they’ll care," replies Red. She presses her fingers together. "They’ll probably just trap you in some magic like they did with Emerald," she explains. "Then you can explain as much as you want, but you’re gonna be fucked, because again, I doubt they care." Red crosses her arms. "That’s ignoring the whole Beulah incident. That guy with the weird clothes is still skulking around. Look. He’s talking to them right now."


    Isaiah looks back towards the crowd, seeing that the men who had chased Beulah are indeed talking to the inspectors. "Am I not safe until the dungeon is cleared?" asks Isaiah.


    "You’re safe from attacks. But the humans figured cores out already," replies Red. "They’re not going to kill you with attacks. They’ll just capture you and drag you outside of the dungeon-territory and then, well, that’s all it takes." She thinks for a moment. "We could send long-ears, but she isn’t here and if we send Beulah, well, that leads us back to step one." Red buzzes around. "He’s still adapting to his new way of life anyway. He’s not as chipper as the first one was."


    "A problem for tomorrow," says Isaiah, rising to its feet.


    "So, what’s the plan?" asks Red.


    Isaiah looks towards it. "A good impression is off the table?"


    Red shrugs. "Chief. In this metaphor, we don’t have a table to begin with."


    Isaiah nods. "Then get the others."


    "And then?" asks Red.


    Isaiah narrows its eyes. "Ring the bell and bring me a rock."


    Red blinks. "A… rock?"


    "A very big rock," notes Isaiah. "Go. Two, actually."


    Red shrugs and then flies off.


    It itself might be a dungeon-core and that binds it to the cosmic rules ascribed to dungeons. But those rules are based off of the unstated fact that all dungeons are underground.


    Isaiah turns its head, letting a talon run along the sun-dial, the most precious object of any that it owns.


    There is no more time to wait. A decision has to be made.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [{Obscured}] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Female, Monk
          
        

      
    


    


     


     


    "- You should have seen it!" says the excited elven priestess, prayer beads wrapped in her hands. "It flew down from the sky and it just… carried him away."


    "It killed him?" asks the monk.


    The elf leans in, shocked. "No! It saved him!" She points at the man off to the side, a noble guardsman. "They were going to execute him on the spot!" She doesn't mention that she was the one who had captured him to begin with.


    "I see," replies the monk, looking over to her colleagues.


    The headpiece that she’s wearing, a circlet with a crystal in the front and the back, shimmers in the bright sunlight.


    All five of them are wearing these scrying crystals, mounted to their heads. Regulations stipulate that everyone wears them at all times. But usually the more non-serious inspectors forgo regulations for the sake of ease and fashion-sense.


    — They really aren’t hiring the best people these days. But it’s a cushy job. There’s rarely work, so people get too comfortable.


    "Thank you," says the monk, walking away to listen to her other colleagues’ questionings.


    The headbands allow advanced scryers back at the city to see what they’re seeing and even what they aren’t, behind themselves. She taps it, making sure a signal is going through.


    It vibrates in response.


    Good. It seems like it’s working.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [{Obscured}] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Orc, Male, Necromancer
          
        

      
    


    


     


     


    "- Harboring a fugitive from the law!" says the noble-guardsman, holding up a piece of paper. "We have an official arrest warrant and writ of execution here!"


    The orc nods, looking towards the tower. To say that this is unusual behavior for a dungeon would be obvious. But there are far more obvious proofs here than that, he thinks, eyeing the tower that is pressing up towards the sky.


    As his eyes wander back down, he notices the graveyard off to the side and simply walks off, without saying anything else to the man who is still trying to speak to him.


    One of his colleagues, the clingy, quiet newcomer, shuffles after him.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [{Obscured}] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Half-dark-elf, Male, Shieldswain
          
        

      
    


    


     


     


    He scoots after the orcish necromancer. Nervously, the young man looks around the area. There are a lot of people here. There are way too many people for a forest, actually. Forests should be quiet, calm places.


    — Actually, this place is very quiet and calm, serene even, but the people ruin it. There are just too many of them and they’re all noisy.


    The necromancer opens the gate to the graveyard, stepping in without a care in the world. He looks around at the well-tended graves and the vagrant spirits and lights that float around the area.


    Hoisting the straps of his shield, packed on his back, tighter, he quickly scoots after the orc, not sure if he isn’t walking too close to him?


    Is this weird?


    He just likes following him the most. He’s quiet. The others always talk and try to explain things and interact. The orc is just… quiet.


    He likes that.


    The scrawny man rubs the dripping sweat from his face.


    Why are there so many people here?


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [The Humming Man] ~

          
        


        
          	
            ???, Male, Chronomancer
          
        

      
    


    


    The humming man walks around the crowd. He walks up to the battle-alchemist, who is trying to hawk her wares to the people. Strolling right up to her, he continues to hum and then bends down, reaching to her belt.


    Her hands are up in the air, holding different potions and he simply grabs a few of them from her body, standing right in front of her, and then simply swaps a few of them around on her belt.


    — She doesn’t pay him any mind, not really seeing or noticing him at all.


    Finishing, he steps back and continues to hum as he looks around the area for something else.


    Ah.


    Walking over to a man with a bow, he plucks a specific arrow from his quiver and then thinks for a moment, before plucking out some of the feathering at very specific spots, before sliding it back into the man's quiver.


    Nodding to himself, satisfied with whatever he has accomplished, the humming man walks past the two high-level inspectors, blocking anyone from entering the dungeon. The humming man does a slow, dance-like spin to tap against the crystals on their heads once each, before entering the dungeon, having never lost his momentum.


    The bell atop the tower starts ringing noisily, heralding the start of some sort of event.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Note for occultists]{Leylines} ~


            


            Leylines in an occult context are invisible lines that span the world like global rivers, carrying withthemselves innate magical energies. Think air-currents or jet-streams, but magic.


             Historically speaking, a leyline is simply a line that was drawn between significant structures and significant landmarks. The span between a cathedral and a mountain, the path between a waterfall and a castle and so on. It’s easy to see why these things would be significant in some manner to those older societies. A mountain is an excellent defensive advantage in a territory. A waterfall is a significant landmark that is connected to a productive landscape.


            The first written instance of the concept of leylines (In Europe) stems from 1846 when it was noted that ancient monuments and medieval churches lined up with other other in an almost eerie way. This idea was taken to Germany, where in 1909, it was speculated that the lines on the earth synchronize up with the lines between the stars. As above, so below, as they say. This gives the leylines significant magical properties, as they are essentially the threads that hold the magical world together.


             Later in the 1920’s in was argued that these lines were actually significant trade-routes in England and in Germany too, where they were known as ‘Heilige Linien’, holy lines. These ideas were never popularly accepted however, as opponents of the idea would argue that it makes no sense to take a straight line over a mountain as a trade-route, when one could just go around it more easily.


             However, this is all very pragmatic talk. Let’s get into the good stuff.


             It wasn’t until the 1940’s that the idea of magical leylines as we know them today really took hold, when the ‘Earth Mysteries’ movement, a collection of new-age spiritual ideas that span from folk medicine to neo-archeology with a primary focus on the topic of the earth being more than what we scientifically perceive it to be. This group adopted the leylines idea and argued that leylines are actually lines of spiritual energy that were commonly used by our ancestors, but that these processes and techniques have been lost to time. Interestingly, this spans further towards the east as in Chinese mythology, a similar concept is present too. The ‘lung mei’ (dragon paths) energy lines. 


            Leylines are fascinating, and there is a whole movement here that nobody has ever heard of, dedicated to alternative archaeology. Here it is often said that what we at the moment hold as ‘historical facts’, especially in the fields or ancient archaeology and history, are just plain wrong, as the truths that we are told now have been manipulated by the past's winners of it so often that little but a kernel of actual truth is left in what we are taught today. Especially when things such as archaeological dogma gets involved. 


            A great example of this is the evidence of the Egyptian sphinx's actual age that Egyptology had been vehement about ignoring and even obscuring, despite concrete evidence of erosion and weathering showing its true age. In archaeology and history especially, it is very hard to go against the grain as an alternative history researcher, as prior-established colleagues and experts of the field have made entire careers on facts that you might now be trying to disprove. It's an uphill fight. 


            We're simply shown the winner's painting of history, painted over the previous winner's painting of events prior, painted over the previous winner's painting of events prior to that and so on, all the way back instead of the full spectrum of what actually happened and what it meant. This goes for leylines too. Ancient civilizations made use of such features as leylines, as we can see in the massive spans of ornate, metropolis-sized ruins found beneath the amazon rainforest. But we don't know why.

          
        

      
    

  




  Chapter 31: The message from the heavens


    
      
        
          	
            I feel its breath blowing past myself as I stand alone in the darkness, my feet planted firmly and strong.


            It whispers into my ears.


            My sword is drawn and I look over my shoulder, but I see nothing there in the full shadow all around myself. I hear scampering, as rats creep over the brickwork. There is a smell in the air and I try to remain calm. It is the smell of old meat.


            — It is the smell of its breath.


            Slowly, steadily, I walk forward with secure and sure, confident steps. If I show fear, it will strike. If I falter, it will know. It whispers to me, it tells me about all of the times I’ve failed. It tells me about all of my shortcomings and my fears that I do not outwardly display and it tells me of all of the things I will never be.


            Great, loved, admired, cherished, wanted, needed — accepted.


            There is a thing that lurks in the shadows of every single one of the deepest dungeons in the world. It isn’t a normal monster like any I have ever seen before. It is a thing of incomprehensible body and mind and it is as much a part of myself as is the rest of this light-less chamber. Myself, the floor, the shadows, the rats, we’re all bathed in the same total, all encompassing darkness. It makes us as one and that is how it, the entity known only as ‘the thing that whispers’, knows what it knows and it tells me what it has seen.


            I am the thing that whispers. I am the rats. I am the darkness. I am the man with the sword. I am unwanted, unneeded and unaccepted.


            — I am alone, down in the darkest dungeon in the world, all by myself.


            It whispers this into my ear.


            I grip my sword tighter, determined not to let my doubts beat me now. Not after I’ve come this far.


            It's been trying to tell me this ever since I was level one. Since I was a boy. But I didn't listen to it then and I won't listen to it now.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~Saga of a wayward SSS-rank adventurer. Chapter forty-nine, self-worth and the secretive northwest dungeon that nobody knows about


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Irascaris] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Male, Lancer
          
        

      
    


    


    A deafening chiming cascades out over the landscape as the titan bell in the middle of the incredible tower rings out loudly. The inspectors all begin to look towards the source. The others here, who have gotten used to it ringing every so often, aren’t as bothered. At least not until they realize that it isn’t the usual time of day for it to be doing so.


    Irascaris stops trying to sell any maps and heads over to Caeli, the battle-alchemist of his party. The man lifts his voice to talk over the bell. "There’s no point in trying to sell these until they let us back inside," he sighs, lowering his head and showing her the rest of his maps and battle plans for the different floors.


    "Did you sell any?" she asks.


    "I sold one," replies Irascaris. "- To the inspectors."


    She gasps, leaning in excitedly. "You did?!" she asks feverishly, clenching her fists. "How much?!"


    "Fifty," he says, showing her five fingers and sounding let down, even though that’s the normal price for a map.


    She sighs too, lowering her head. "What? Oh, man." She seems let down.


    Irascaris lifts his hands. "I know. Sorry. But we’re lucky we got paid to begin with. They threatened to arrest me and told me I was lucky they were offering to pay at all."


    Caeli tsks, turning her head to glare at the inspectors. Their party tank, Domi, approaches, covering his ears. "Misers. As if they don’t get paid a fortune for lounging around all day, every day." She crosses her arms. "Wish I had a job that paid in full for one day of work a year."


    "We can’t all be that lucky," says Domi, setting his shield down and looking up towards the tower. Inspectors are more often than not from some sort of noble heritage and blood-line. Only the highest tiered adventurers from a common background have a shot of getting in. But he supposes that if nobles would bother giving people like himself some money, or even just a break, then they wouldn't be nobles.


    He sighs, packing away all of his hand-drawn maps.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah stands there on its perch, watching as Crystal and Green work with an incredible pace to chop the boulder apart and to carve and smooth it into a defined, clean shape of a massive statue of an angelic creature, holding an open scroll with one hand and holding the other out into the air, as if proclaiming something.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Prayers] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Prayers have been given.

          
        


        
          	
            +01 EXP

          
        


        
          	
            EXP: 628/750
          
        

      
    


    


    This was an excellent idea. It’s glad that it learned so much about other dungeons and their workings from Crystal and Red.


    "Good work," says Isaiah, as the figure becomes nearly complete. "Bring it down to the people," it orders. "Oh. And bring me that other very big rock on the way up."


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Unique)[Proclaiming Statue]

          
        


        
          	
            A statue of a divine entity, giving forth a proclamation.
          
        


        
          	
            Effect: All dungeon quests will be displayed here for anyone to read and to accept.
          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 275 kg
          

          	
            Value: ???
          
        

      
    


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Scion] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Elf, Female, Priestess
          
        

      
    


    


    Scion sits in prayer, her thin hands wrapped together as fervent words move through her whispering lips.


    Grace.


    Grace has befallen her life. It must have, for her to be able to be in such a place, at such a time. She is a simple priestess, a simple sinner, a simple woman from a simple village in the forest. All of her life, she has been many such simple things, but now, for the first time ever, something has happened.


    To be in the grace of a place that has been touched by the gods. To be in the grace of a being that has been touched by the divine. She certainly isn’t worthy of setting foot inside of the tower and she isn’t worthy of setting foot near the tower. Yet a part of her longs to do so, to move closer towards the holy aspect of the world. She has given her life to the faith, perhaps because she was in pursuit of grander, less simple things and it has now led her here. So now, that it is so close, it’s so tempting. The door is right there. It's only a few steps away.


    The beads in her hands slip through her fingers as the bell continues to ring.


    — She could go inside.


    She could slip past the guards and go inside. She could try and make it. She could try and meet a god.


    Her.


    But… she shouldn’t.


    Scion stops her prayers, biting her whispering lips as she opens her eyes and gazes longingly at the tower.


    She wishes that she had a sign of some sort. But as is the way with things of the faith, it is often simply all very nebulous. Things are never clear in these fields. The gods and their ways are simply mysterious. A direct message to the people of the world hasn't been given to them since generations ago, back when the gods still lived on the world with people.


    Her eyes go wide.


    A silhouette disrupts the sky, lowering itself down as if held aloft by divine proclamation alone. A statue of impossible weight and size floats down from the vibrant sky, as if it was but a feather, drifting gently in the breeze.


    "What the hell?" murmurs a voice from off to her side.


    The others start talking and whispering and murmuring now too. The inspection team runs to the side to gather together.


    Scion feels something swelling in her chest and throat. Divinity.


    To witness divinity, a simple creature like herself, she would have never thought it possible. Is this a sign? Is this an answer to her questions and prayers of guidance?


    An amazing construction, made as if by the finest master sculptors in the kingdom, sets itself down in the middle of the road, just a little outside of the tower, surrounded by glowing manifestations of the heavens themselves.


    Everyone is quiet.


    Just in front of the statue, a menu appears, visible for everyone there to see.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [QUEST] ~

          
        


        
          	
            'Do Not Approach'
          
        


        
          	
            Time Remaining: 23:59:46
          
        


        
          	
            This is a tranquil place, where the air is good and the soil is pure. Keep it that way and let us flourish together. We can pursue a peaceful way forward together.

          
        


        
          	
            Quest goal: DO NOT COME INSIDE THE TOWER. STAY OUTSIDE.

          
        


        
          	
            Quest reward: Life.

          
        

      
    


    


    A single tear runs down Scion’s face.


    The gods heard her. They listened to her. To her. A sign. Finally, a sign!


    The elf falls down to her knees, clenching her hands before her face, trying her best not to cry too much, as her tears and wailing might make her prayers sound odd to the gods.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Prayers] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Prayers have been given.

          
        


        
          	
            +01 EXP

          
        


        
          	
            EXP: 629/750
          
        

      
    


    


    "While I admire your spirit," says Red. "I really don’t think that asking them politely is going to work at keeping them out," she explains, flying up towards Isaiah as they all return to the roost.


    Isaiah shakes its head, its hand running along the boulder atop the roost. "It is not intended to keep them out," says the creature, tilting its head. "It is intended to make a point."


    They walk over to the side and look down off of the edge.


    The people are gathering around the quest board, talking with each other excitedly. The inspection team gathers by the staircase.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [{OBSCURED}] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Female, Monk
          
        

      
    


    


    She holds two fingers to the crystal on her forehead, the massive wooden beads on her arms rattling. "The dungeon-core has made contact. Orders?" she asks, turning her head back to the window on the quest board, so that the visuals will be transmitted to the scryers on the other end.


    It is quiet for a moment.


    A vibration. The crystal shakes. Then a second one in quick succession.


    She nods, lowering her hand. Looking at the others, she quickly waves with two fingers to the dungeon-gate. "Disregard communications. We’re going in."


    Her companion, the necromancer, holds out something to her. She looks at it, taking it from him and dusting it off. It’s an old ledger, covered in dirt and grime. Its pages are ripped and decayed, from having been beneath damp soil for a time.


    She holds the familiar ledger up to the crystal on her head. "Initial team confirmed removed," she says and then stows the book away, as she walks towards the gate, her companions in tow. The crystal hums twice, confirming the news.


    They get into formation as they move closer and get ready to enter the tower. The boy with the shield magic comes forward as their tank. She’s a step behind to his left as the auxiliary. The others are in the back in the formation of necromancer, priest and geomancer, in that order. The geomancer is the most sturdy, so it's safe to leave him in the very back, in case of ambushers. The softies, the casters, need to be nested in the middle of the group.


    She holds her fingers to her crystal. "We’re entering the dungeon now."


    It hums twice.


    The woman looks around herself.


    "Why is it so dark all of a s -"


    Her eyes rise up to see the shadow hurtling towards them from above.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah watches with a fairly smug expression, all things considered, as the massive boulder hurtles all the way from the top of the tower straight down towards the unsuspecting inspection party.


    A unique benefit of having a tower, in comparison with an underground dungeon, is that you can just sort of throw things off of it.


    The tower shakes, rumbling to its foundations as a massive impact strikes the entrance below.


    It is quiet. The dust settles, rubble still flying everywhere. It looks like Crystal will have a lot of work to do now, to fix it all up. But it just is what it is. At least the problem of the second inspection party has been easily dealt wi-


    - The air clears.


    Standing there, between the fragments of rock and broken brickwork, are five people.


    One of them has a fist up in the air, splinters of rock still stuck between her fingers. A chain of ornate, large wooden beads rattle from the momentum of the strike of the high-level monk's fist.


    Red lets out an impressed whistle and Isaiah feels a small hand patting its back. "Well, chief. We tried. I really thought the rock was a great idea though!" she consoles.


    


    
      
        
          	
            - [Dungeon Breached!] -

          
        


        
          	
            Intruders: 05

          

          	
            Average Level: 70

          
        


        
          	
            Difficulty: IMPOSSIBLE

          
        

      
    


    




  Chapter 32: The presence within


    
      
        
          	
            Let’s assume that you are alone on a very small island and that you have to fight a swarm of ants.


            They’re unusually aggressive beasts and are very intent on crawling up your legs and nibbling on the tasty fruit that you hold in your hands. Running away isn’t an option, as the island is too small. So what remains then, is to fight.


            But how do you fight ten-thousand ants at once in a limited space? Even the largest man would be swarmed by them. Even with his massive arms and legs, he could only ever squish a comparatively small amount of them. But the tide of ants would just keep coming despite his best efforts and he would soon be swallowed whole.


            Dungeons face this very problem, but with people.


            In each of the four central cities, there is one core dungeon at its heart. These dungeons can expect thousands of intruders every single day in a non-stop flow. It is as if our island, from the metaphor before, wasn’t an island, but rather, an ant-hill in the middle of the ocean. Even the most powerful dungeon would have difficulty fighting five thousand adventurers in one room at the same time. There is simply too much to target and too much to watch out for.


            Instead, they have solved this dilemma with incredible elegance and with a solution that also benefits us greatly as adventurers as well.


            — ‘Instancing’.


            Low-level dungeons are always a consistent space. Floor one is floor one and you and I can walk into it together from outside and then shake hands when we get through the door. Floor two, floor three, all the same. It’s as if we were anywhere else in the world and in a dungeon, this could unfortunately mean that we would fight over the scarce resources there.


            High-level dungeons, however, employ 'instancing'. Instancing is still a field of research with many questions open and very few answers so far. We simply do not know how it is that a dungeon can field such powerful, world-altering magic.


            What is instancing, you ask?


            Imagine our metaphor from before. Imagine if our man could simply carve his foot through the sand and let in the tides to create small channels of sea-water.


            Now, the ants, being funneled, can only attack him in small groups and he can, with much more rationale and overview, combat the encroachers.


            An instanced dungeon is separated by party-space. This means that adventuring party ‘A’ and adventuring party ‘B’ could enter the dungeon at the same time and both would be on floor one, but they would be on their own version of floor one and be unable to see, or aid, the other group.


            But, it also means that everyone gets their own slice of the pie.


            It is true, organic dimensional magic. Dungeons truly are incredible places.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ Excerpt from Barnatus Barnacious’ Big Book of Dungeons


     


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [{Obscured}] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Half-dark-elf, Male, Shieldswain
          
        

      
    


    


    The half-breed dark-elf holds his shield up, taking slow, steady steps into the dungeon. Water splashes everywhere all around them as they enter into a mist-filled chamber. An ornate pool of water sits below. In the center of it are large statues.


    "Room damage," says a voice from behind him. The necromancer.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ({OBSCURED}) Necromancer has taken {08} HOLY damage from [HOLY MIST]
          
        

      
    


    


     


     


    The shieldswain looks at the orcish necromancer and lifts his hand.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ({OBSCURED}) Shieldswain has cast: [Major Warding] on ({OBSCURED}) Necromancer
          
        

      
    


    


    "It looks like it really is holy specialized," says the monk. "Home. Are you seeing this?" she asks, tapping against her crystal.


    It vibrates twice. She lifts a hand, pointing at the wading pool below them. "Hit the water."


    The geomancer moves into position, opting to simply vaporize the area before they step down into it.


    Safety comes first, after all.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah sighs, returning to its vision. "These ones are more cautious than the last."


    Black lifts a hand. "I suppose maybe we shouldn’t have buried them in the graveyard?" it asks. "The first group. They found the journal, so they might be mad."


    Isaiah still hasn’t had a chance to decipher Black’s gender, but this isn’t the time. "No. We bury the dead," says Isaiah. "All of them." It thinks for a second, looking at the uthra. 


    It is clear that they need to do something. If they don’t intervene, the second inspection team will very likely power their way through the dungeon by just destroying the rooms from afar before even entering them. Isaiah rubs its chin in an old mannerism from its human life. Then, a moment later, it finds a smile coming to its face.


    "- There was something that we learned from the first team," says Isaiah, unfolding its wings and hovering up into the air. "Let us show these new intruders that those deaths were not in vain."


    "Weren’t they though?" asks Red, shrugging.


    Isaiah taps its head. "Not for us."


    It gives the uthra their instructions and then it flies up into the sky, as high into the air as it can go.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Officer Walundra] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Male, Knight Officer
          
        

      
    


    


    Walundra exhales, leaning in towards the magical projection on the scryer's crystal. A single one of these set-ups cost more than he’s made in his entire life. The man leans in as close as he dares, but not close enough that a drop of his beading sweat could fall on it.


    He looks over towards another of the five rows of two crystals, towards the shieldswain’s. He and the other officers watch as the geomancer of the team boils the water of the first floor, killing off a slime, before then crumbling the golems in the center of the space before they can activate.


    He sighs in relief. All clear. "Proceed," he orders.


    The scryer sends an impulse of magical energy through the crystal and it vibrates on the other end, on the head of the team-leader, the monk.


    "It’s interesting that it’s a holy specialized dungeon," says a voice to the side. Another officer. Several of the junior officers have gathered here to sit on the side and participate. "Isn’t it worth keeping around for the sake of novelty?" The other officers murmur in vague agreement. "The magical academy and the church will riot when they learn about it and that we destroyed it instead of containing it."


    "You might be right," says another officer, looking back at the crystal. "It’s a high-communication core with a rare element and design. It seems almost cooperative, doesn't it? It’s a shame to des-"


    There is a loud crashing, the table with all of the scrying crystals rattles.


    Everyone turns to look at Walundra, whose fists hit against its surface. "It killed team one! We’re getting rid of it!" he barks.


    The other officers look at each other uncertainly, but say nothing else. Walundra is the ranking man here and his career is on the line if he doesn’t set this mistake right and have everything written into the books in a way fitting to his needs. He doesn’t care about team one. But them being dead falls fully on his shoulders.


    — A dangerous situation for all of them.


    The room is quiet and he turns back to watch the crystal, right in time as it simply goes dark.


    "…Why is it dark?" he asks, looking at the two crystals that show the shield-swain's view from front and back. "What happened?!" he barks, grabbing a scryer by his collar.


    "I don’t know, sir!" exclaims the terrified scryer. Walundra pushes him back, his chair falling over backwards with the man in it as he turns to the crystals. "Report!"


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [{Obscured}] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Female, Monk
          
        

      
    


    


    "- GET IT OFF HIM! GET IT OFF HIM!" she screams, as the half-breed man writhes around in the pool of magically boiled, ankle-high water, splashing around in a pool full of rubble and rocks. Their boots are temperature resistant, just for exactly situations like this. But it’s obviously no good if you fall down into the boiling water.


    A slime had been dropped on his head from above, from the floor above. "What the fuck?!" Dungeons can’t do that, can they? She supposes they can. Dungeons usually have their floors below you, but if the dungeon was a tower, meaning the next floors were above oneself, then…


    The man's fingers, red and blistered from the heat of the water and the acid of the slime, claw against his dissolving face. His muffled, animal voice hardly leaves the blue, gooey bubble that is tightly wrapped around his head. His skin peels away and his teeth dissolve, crumbling apart as the slime leaks down through his mouth as he tries to scream in agony.


    She looks up, feeling another shadow looming over her head.


    Vivid lights fly around the high ceiling far above their heads, dancing around the bridge just above. Hanging below the colorful orbs are more slimes, all from the floor above them, the bridge.


    They let go. The acidic monsters drop down from above, hurtling towards them.


    "SLIMES!" she yells and the group scatters into fighting formation. She pulls on the tank’s leg, to pull him back. But as she does, his head comes off at the neck, his spine having been eaten through by the acidic monster.


    She tsks, dropping him back down.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Officer Walundra] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Male, Knight Officer
          
        

      
    


    


    "Did… did he die?" asks a nervous officer, looking around the room. "Did a level seventy just get eaten by a slime?"


    The room is quiet.


    "What rank is a slime? 'F', right?" asks his neighbor.


    "…That doesn’t make any sense, does it?" asks another voice. "He should have taken barely any damage, right?" He rubs his mustache. "Hell, at seventy, he could have eaten it himself. They’re all in full enchanted equipment, aren’t they?"


    "Top of the line," replies another man.


    "- Except for helmets," throws in a brave voice.


    Everyone looks at him. The room is quiet. He blinks. "…I’m just saying, instead of circlets, we could have put the scrying crystals into…" Feeling all of the eyes in the room on himself, he lowers himself down, making himself smaller in his chair. "…helmets… — never mind."


    Walundra can feel his blood boiling. "- What the hell is this?!"


    "It seems we’ve made a mistake," says another officer. "We’re applying vertical dungeon tactics to a reverse vertical dungeon," explains the man, as if it were obvious.


    "GUARDS!" yells Walundra, turning his head to the side. He points at the last man to speak. "Escort him out of here!"


    The officer gulps and the others fall silent.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [{OBSCURED}] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Orc, Male, Necromancer
          
        

      
    


    


    The fight is over.


    Once they had gotten their footing, the slimes were basically evaporated in an instant.


    The four of them recollect and get ready to move to floor two.


    The necromancer looks down at the corpse of the half-breed, who hardly died a warrior’s death. It’s a shame. It was nice to have a quiet person around in the group.


    Oh well.


    There are hundreds of people to take his place and in the meantime, he can continue to be quiet.


    The orc bends down, holding a hand against the dead man's chest and a soft, black vapor hisses as it pushes out of his thick, green fingers. The headless body shakes, rattling as if it were having a spasm. Hot water splashes everywhere and blood leaks out of the odd, flat stump atop the corpse.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ({OBSCURED}) Necromancer has used: [Raise Undead - Major]
          
        

      
    


    


     


     


    The headless body stops spasming and then, it slowly sits upright as if nothing had ever happened. He rises to his feet and then so does the reanimated corpse of the shieldswain. It picks up its shield and follows after him, leaving the few flaps of skin that remains of its head behind as they move through the wading pool to the first staircase up.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Major Warding] has dissipated from ({OBSCURED}) Necromancer
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ({OBSCURED}) Necromancer has taken {08} HOLY damage from [HOLY MIST]
          
        

      
    


    


    The necromancer narrows his eyes in annoyance. This place is going to be a pain in his ass. He can feel it.


    


    
      
        
          	
            Status Removed: [Major Undeath] by [Room Effect: Wading Pool]
          
        

      
    


    


    The freshly reanimated corpse of the shieldswain falls apart, splashing back into the water gracelessly, as some powerful magical effect removes the spell of undeath. The undead had only managed to take a few steps.


    He sighs.


    "Leave it," says the team-leader, the monk. He looks at her and nods and the four of them head up to the bridge, leaving the corpse laying down in the pool of water. This time, they tread forward with much more caution than before.

  




  Chapter 33: A cold reception for those who lack the warmth of faith


    
      
        
          	
            When I was lowered into the water by my father’s hands, I was just a boy.


            The water was so calm and so serene. I wasn’t expecting it to happen. We were just walking like we would have on any other day. He grabbed me by the collar and just pushed me down beneath the surface of the lake.


            I wasn’t really afraid. I was just… I was just calm. I was like the water.


            I laid down there, beneath the surface, staring up towards what lied on the other side of it.


            Past the sight of my father’s arms, pressed against my chest and shoulder, I saw the shimmering of the emerald-green trees become distorted by the ripples that I had made. I saw blobby silhouettes of birds flying by in the distant sky. I saw rays of the sun, hanging above us, shining down through the clear lake with a kind glow that reached all the way down towards me, to the cold silt that I lay against.


            I was drowning. My lungs burnt and my body ached from the pain of my father’s hands crushing me.


            — But I felt calm.


            I have never been that calm in my life, not before, not after. I was calm as I stared at all of life, passing us by. I was calm, as I stared into the possessed eyes of my father, distorted by the water. I was calm, as the world began to grow dark.


            And the reason I was calm was because I knew that I was safe.


            I closed my eyes.


            When I reopened them the next time, returning to wakefulness, I was on the shore, by myself.


            — My father was found floating in the water, having drowned himself next to me.


            It wasn’t that I was saved by a god or by divinity or by some hero, coming to me at the right place and the right time to stop the thing that had taken over my father.


            Rather, I was saved by the light in my father’s eyes that had overpowered the demon who took possession of his body.


            And in this moment, after realizing what darkness my father must have overcome to free himself from the binds on his soul, I saw that the gods too, must be real. If the demon-king and his devilry, here upon our world, are tangible, present things. Then so must be the opposite, the good, the light of the sun reaching me below the water, the last shine in my father’s eyes.


            These are the places where the gods hide. They are not hiding up in the heavens. They’re down here, with us. They’re hidden in plain sight.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ Anecdote from father Hildrian Red, high priest, on the topic of his childhood during the terrible era of the demon-king.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [The Humming Man] ~

          
        


        
          	
            ???, Male, Chronomancer
          
        

      
    


    


    The humming man wanders through the tower at a calm, leisurely pace. He spares plenty of time to wander the hallways and to walk around and look at everything.


    He spares seconds to examine the intricate methods of construction used here and there. He spares minutes to look at the monsters, the denizens of the tower, at work and at play. He spares a moment, to stand on floor six of the tower, with his hands on his hips and his head tilted, as he watches a homunculus priestess and an ornately hewn stone-golem praying together. She’s kneeling in the channels of water, her hands folded, sparing a half-eyed glance towards the golem, who is trying to copy her movements. But it isn’t quite as graceful as she is.


    Interesting.


    The humming man walks on, moving on to a series of floors full of a very surprising amount of goblins.


    There are a lot of goblins.


    He spares an instant, to bend down and to look at a goblin in particular, who stops his work and wipes his forehead as soon as all of the other goblins are out of sight.


    The creature, who had been pretending to work like all of the others, isn’t actually a fake. This isn’t a homunculus goblin. This is a real goblin.


    Curious.


    Some patrolling goblins come around the bend and the lone straggler returns to its ‘work’, hammering uselessly against a pipe, while carefully watching the patrolling monsters walk past itself to see that they aren't catching on to its charade.


    How interesting.


    The humming man continues on.


    On floor nine, he stops to admire the choir, singing a very nice hymn. He’s never heard anything like this in a dungeon before. Interestingly, there’s a real human in the choir, singing with the rest of them. A man.


    The humming man finds his way to an empty pew and sits down in the front row, stopping his humming to listen to the music being played here.


    There’s no rush, after all.


    He has all the time in the world. Seconds and minutes and hours and moments and so many other things.


    He casually leans back, resting his elbows on the backrest of the pew and begins to hum along with the melody, now that he has figured it out.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Officer Walundra] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Male, Knight Officer
          
        

      
    


    


    With white knuckles, Walundra leans in forward, staring into the crystals.


    The room has become completely silent. Nobody has dared to say anything since the last man got thrown out of the room.


    — He can’t let this situation get out of control. He’s spent his whole life on this job. He’s not going to have all of this thrown away because the first team couldn’t handle a baby dungeon. That’s not his fault. They should have trained better. They should have been more careful. He’s not taking the blame for this. The dungeon has to go. This mess is going to be cleaned up and if the church or anyone else makes any fuss about it, he’ll just say the dungeon was exceptionally dangerous.


    It had to be done.


    As long as the team gets the job done now, which they should be able to do just fine, now that they’re being careful, he’ll be in the clear.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Irascaris] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Male, Lancer
          
        

      
    


    


    "This is kinda fucked," says Irascaris. "Do you really think they’re gonna blow it up?" he asks.


    Caeli, the battle-alchemist, nods to him. Her arms are crossed. "Those were serious customers," she says, looking towards the tower. "Did you see the scrying crystals on their heads?" she asks. "I bet by tomorrow, this whole place will be gone."


    The man looks down at the maps that he’s been selling. This crazy tower dungeon was supposed to be their lucky break. They’ve made enough money to survive off of for a whole month already and that’s with meat, not the days’ old bread they’ve been living on for weeks now.


    He sighs. "This is the only dungeon for our level in the area," says Irascaris.


    Domi plants a hand on his shoulder. "Let’s just say it was a lucky month for us. We’ll make it work somehow. We can go back to grinding slimes and rats again. That wasn't so bad, right?"


    "The month isn’t over," says Caeli.


    The two of them look up her way. She’s standing there, her arms covering her belts of potions, as she looks towards the tower. The dungeon-gate is unguarded. "Do you guys think that those max-level rich kids are going to bother looting anything they kill?" she asks quietly, looking at the two of them.


    They look at each other and then shake their heads. "I doubt it. No. They don’t need the money."


    "Exactly," says Caeli. She nods her head subtly to the door of the tower. "Why don’t we just run in now that they’re upstairs and pack our bags full?" she asks. "It’s a waste if it just lays there and rots beneath the rubble."


    "Scavenging someone else's kills?" asks Domi. "Isn’t that a little… seedy?"


    Caeli tsks. "It isn’t scavenging. It’s salvaging," she says, picking up her bag. "Come on!" she hisses. "I’m not eating that shitty bread again for another month. My jaw still hurts."


    Domi and Irascaris look at each other and nod, before running after her.


    But they have to hurry. The other adventurers outside quickly see what their plan is and soon, just about everyone who was outside of the tower, is inside of it.


    All except for one elf, who remains there on her knees with folded hands, fervently whispering her prayers to the tower.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    "Wow, full house today," says Red, looking down at the tower several kilometers below them all.


    Isaiah nods, flying up high in the sky. "This is the day we have been preparing for all of this time," says Isaiah. "The intruders are almost at floor six," says Isaiah. "Is everything ready? Did you get it from the cellar?"


    "Yeah," replies Black. "Sure did. But we gotta be careful. I feel like this counts as a trap," says the uthra. "We’re still not allowed to use traps."


    Isaiah shakes its head. "It’s not a trap," explains the creature. "It’s simply…" The entity lifts its gaze, staring towards the sky as it thinks of the words.


    "- Active, defense oriented, architectural design features," says Crystal from the side.


    Isaiah nods, pleased. It turns to look at the uthra. "Go. Take your roles," it commands. "Most importantly, you are to stay safe," it orders. "Work and then return to me."


    The uthra look at each other, some in more confusion than others, but then nod and all fly off.


    Isaiah hovers there, watching them go.


    In its first days as a dungeon-core, it had made the same mistake that it had made in its old human life.


    - To be careless with life, to be careless with the lives of others, whether in the name of faith or in the pursuit of an individual goal — Neither are acceptable.


    It holds its hands behind its back and looks out over the verdant, blossoming landscape of the wide, endless world and then says a silent apology for the first uthra that it had failed in its childish naivety. Blue. Pink. Yellow. Purple.


    It is a shame that they can never return to see anything like this ever again.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [{OBSCURED}] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Female, Monk
          
        

      
    


    


    The heavy, wooden beads on her arms rattle loudly as they walk up the staircase to floor six.


    "The map says there’s a stone golem and a fake priestess on this floor," says the geomancer, holding up a piece of paper.


    She nods. "Watch out for magical walls. Spread out as soon as we get up the staircase. You two go left. You’re with me. Right." She points at the geomancer. "Immobilize the golem as soon as you can see it. I’ll break any barriers."


    He nods.


    She holds her hand against the crystal. "Proceed?" she asks.


    It vibrates twice.


    They move up the staircase to floor six.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [{OBSCURED}] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Male, Geomancer
          
        

      
    


    


    The geomancer shakes himself out, getting ready. A stone golem is easy enough. They’re strong and sturdy as all hell, even at lower levels, but they’re very susceptible to stone altering magic. Just crumbling their legs is enough to immobilize them. This should be easy.


    The four of them reach the top of the staircase, but don’t step on to the next floor just yet. The necromancer and the priest step back and to the left. He and the monk go towards the right.


    This arena is an open-faced area. The sky is clearly visible behind a few large, ornate pillars that hold the next floor above them aloft. In the stone flooring, channels of water run through the whole place. They’re not very deep or wide, but they do seem to be everywhere, like veins in a body.


    The water is mildly warm, heated by the spring air and very clean and pure.


    "Ready?" asks the monk. They nod. "- Go!"


    She shoots to the right and he runs after her. The fight initiates, the golem roaring, a priestess sitting on its massive shoulder glaring towards them.


    In an instant, the giant thunders their way from across the arena. The fake-priestess lifts a hand, creating a magical barrier to block them off from another. As soon as she starts casting, the monk is already in position to smash her spell into pieces the moment it appears. She keeps running straight towards the golem without stopping.


    The geomancer lifts his hands, getting the spell ready to break the stones of its lower body.


    — As soon as he lifts his hands, he notices that something changes in the room, but it isn’t obvious enough to make him stop mid-way through. It’s only a tiny voice in his head, perhaps some part of his lizard brain had seen the foggy inkling of breath, leaving his mouth, as if it were icy cold here.


    What an odd thing for a warm, spring day.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ({OBSCURED}) Geomancer has used: [Stonebreaker]
          
        

      
    


    


    Colors of many hues fly by them in a flash. His spell hits the golem, its massive legs crumbling apart into large chunks as it remains mid-sprint, thundering towards them.


    And then, in that same second, the room changes.


    Of the many colors that had flown in, one remains most present in the very center of the arena.


    — An ice spirit.


    All of the water in all of the channels along the floor of the arena freezes over from the center of the room, crackling in a series of loud snaps and pops, as if a thunderstorm were crashing around just down beneath their feet.


    In an instant, the floor becomes a slippery mess.


    The golem, breaking apart from his spell, crashes to the ground but continues to slide forward from its momentum.


    He can’t tell what the others are doing, being too busy trying to keep his own footing on the slick floors.


    A massive chunk of living stone smashes into him, carrying him with it as it careens straight off of the side of the tower. His instincts and his years of training take over. The geomancer keeps calm in that single, adrenaline fueled moment and presses himself up onto whatever piece of moving rock he can reach.


    They slide off of the tower, he feels the world hanging beneath himself as his boot presses off of the falling golem’s back. He jumps back towards the tower, just in time before the momentum of the fall could take him down off of the side with the monster.


    The monk has scrambled towards him in an agile maneuver to pull him back inside, mid leap, her hand outstretched his way.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Shadowy Priestess) has used: [Holy Barrier]
          
        

      
    


    


    The geomancer collides against the glassy wall, looking at the face of the monk on the other side of it, an inch away from his and then he falls, together with the golem and the priestess.


    He dies.

  




  Chapter 34: The counter-force reaction


    
      
        
          	
            "I’m so tired.


            I’ve been here for too many years. I’ve seen too many young faces vanish into the clawing dark.


            — It’s always the young ones. The old people, the ones who made it to maturity, they never die. There’s a cut-off period. I think that if you manage to get past twenty-eight as an adventurer, you’re likely to make it all the way to retirement. By then, you know the ropes, you know the game that’s being played, you know how much you can bite off.


            But before that age, the numbers are…"


            The man sighs.


            "- Tiring."


            The room is quiet.


            "Given our recent economic success these last few generations, but the persistent crises on our doorsteps, families have been booming. The average family here has five kids, you know? I know a few folks who cracked a full dozen."


            He shakes his head.


            "In the big cities, it isn’t disease that takes them. It isn’t usually hunger. It isn’t war or anything of the sort. It’s the dungeons.


            Statistically, of every group of ten adventurers who enter a dungeon, four of them will die there before they turn twenty-eight.


            But those who return bring such wealth and prosperity to our society that families just grieve and then return their focus to their remaining children, one of whom inevitably also wants to become an adventurer too, in honor of their dead siblings. I've seen it happen a hundred times.


            Then it continues. It’s a meat-grinder.


            Our entire economy, our cities, our houses, the bread we eat, the water we drink, the beds that I can’t fall asleep on at night anymore, they’re all paid for with the blood and the screams of the young. We just… we just throw them into the hole and say that it’s okay, because they chose to go there themselves.


            But did they really? Do they really know what it’s like down there? Or do they only know what we tell them it's like?


            Four out of ten young faces who enter a dungeon won’t make it back out.


            How can anyone ever sleep at night? I don’t understand anymore."

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ Interview with retired national minister of finance, Svetch Boldko, who had given up his post in order to look after his mental health


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Officer Walundra] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Male, Knight Officer
          
        

      
    


    


    "…What the hell is this…?" asks Walundra, his voice echoing around the tense room. Nobody dares to say anything. Every shoulder, back and practice of posture is as stiff as the boards of the table that he smashes his fists against. The many crystals rattle. "WHAT THE HELL IS THIS?!" screams Walundra, grabbing the scryer by the hem of his robe.


    "H- He fell off of the tower, sir!" says the terrified scryer, feeling Walundra’s eyes piercing into his. The scryer nervously looks to the other officers for help, but nobody dares to stand up to Walundra. He’s the ranking man, after all. The power-dynamic is entirely off. He has the authority to decimate not only the careers of each and every one of them, but also their personal lives as well. "He must have been careless and tripped, r-right?" asks the scryer. The other officers nod in quiet, fervent agreement. "J- just a careless mistake on his part!"


    The grip around his collar tightens and the scryer gulps, before then falling back down into his chair a moment later, after he is released. It’s good that the chair is there, because he couldn’t stand up if he wanted to anymore from the way his legs are shaking.


    Walundra looks back towards the other officers, who all sit up even straighter than before, before his gaze wanders to the crystals.


    The monk is standing there, waiting for her orders.


    They’re only on floor six and two level seventies are already dead. Level seventies don’t die. It just… doesn’t happen. The last time that one, let alone two died was during the era of the demon-king. If anyone ever hears about this, that this happened under his command, he’s through. Shameful retirement won’t even be an option, he’ll be cast out onto the street if he’s lucky.


    "Proceed," says Walundra.


    The crystal on the monk’s forehead vibrates twice and she waves for her party to follow her as the three of them keep going.


    Walundra turns his head. "Send in an auxiliary team after them," he orders, looking at a junior officer.


    The chosen man jumps to his feet and sprints out of the room. Perhaps happy to have been given an excuse to leave.


    Another man raises his hand. "I have a suggestion!" he exclaims, closing his eyes in fear. Walundra glares his way.


    Everyone looks towards him.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah hovers there in the sky, pleased.


    "This is going well," it says to itself. The uthra are still busy, setting everything else up. But with two of the intruders already dead and there still being a large mass of floors remaining, it seems that the numbers are on their side.


    — Assuming they can keep this sort of trickery up. But they’re going to be far more cautious now.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [{OBSCURED}] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Orc, Male, Necromancer
          
        

      
    


    


    The necromancer walks up the staircase, the priest in tow.


    "…Is this a wise idea?" asks the priest.


    He doesn’t bother responding. This place has been a disaster so far. Two deaths? He looks around the area.


    The crystals on the back of their head vibrate and the two of them stop, turning around.


    They head back down the staircase, apparently having new orders.


    On floor six, the open-faced room where they just were, the monk stands in waiting. She points over her shoulder with her thumb, towards the open sky behind them.


    The priest and the orc look at each other.


    "- Is this a wise idea?" asks the necromancer, seeing what their new plan is.


    The priest doesn’t bother responding.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    The intruders have gone back downstairs to floor six. Are they retreating?


    That seems unlikely.


    Isaiah looks down at the tower, trying to figure out what their game is. As it stares down at it from above, a glimmer of glossy sunlight catches its eyes.


    A prismatic, magical barrier, much like the one that the fake priestesses of the tower can cast, is spawned outside of its body at a slant.


    Exiting from the open-faced floor six, the monk, the necromancer and the priest simply begin to walk up their own external staircase, bypassing the floors entirely as they walk along the magical wall, projected onto the outside of the tower.


    "- Red," says Isaiah. "RED!"


    Red flies up a few moments later. "What?" she asks. "We’re just setting up everything on floor-" Her eyes wander down to the tower. "Oh. Huh…" She plants her arms on her hips. "Well, fuck me, I guess. Smart bastards."


    "What should we do?" asks Isaiah, watching as they just… skip floor seven. "Can they do this? Is it allowed?"


    Red shrugs. "I’m going to say it’s a gray zone," she replies. "There aren’t really rules about towers, because, you know, there have never been any."


    "Did somebody call me?" asks a voice. Gray pops up. Red sighs.


    "Oh, hey, they’re climbing the tower," says Gray, noticing too. "Hey, Crystal!"


    Crystal pops up after a second. "Huh? What?" he asks. Gray points down and his eyes wander to the adventurers, who are now walking past floor eight. "Wow. Talk about cheesing the system," says the uthra. "Rude. I worked so hard on those floors too."


    "I guess we should have planned for people climbing the tower," says Red. "It’s a big flaw of the design, now that I think about it."


    "Well, they won’t be able to get past the boss arena, I think," says Crystal. "At least not without triggering the fight."


    Isaiah clenches its fists in annoyance, looking at the ‘inspection’ team, who are just simply walking right up their slanted, magical walkway. The priest just makes a new segment each time as they move along, the old ones behind them vanishing.


    "Flood floor eleven," says Isaiah.


    "Huh?" asks Crystal. "Floor eleven? That’s where the fire area starts though."


    Isaiah lifts out its hand. "Flood it. Go! Hurry!"


    The uthra shoot off and do as they’re told, as the intruders make their way to floor nine.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [{OBSCURED}] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Female, Monk
          
        

      
    


    


    She walks along the pathway, doing her best to keep her footing. Magical walls are sleek, glassy constructions. So they’re not great traction.


    Her eyes wander down through the prismatic barrier, staring towards the very distant ground below themselves that she can see between her feet, as she keeps walking.


    What a mess this mission is turning out to be. Two dead under her watch is a very bad look. She’s going to have to go back to training after this.


    They keep walking.


    Once they grab this mutant dungeon-core and extract it, she’s really going to go back home and return to her meditations and training. She’s clearly in need of it. Forget the whole inspection team thing. This gig isn't what she wanted to do. She just kind of ended up in it.


    They reach floor ten and look towards it from the outside. It’s another open-faced arena, lined with pillars. This one has the giant bell in the center, a trickle of water runs down over it from above. Dozens of criss-crossing walkways moving in all directions around the bell. The ceiling of the floor looks like a series of metal grids, that have hastily been sealed off by the worst brickwork she has ever seen. How odd. It's very out of place for the tower, which so far has been very elegantly designed. "Don’t step onto the floor," she says, warning the others. "You’ll trigger the boss." She nods her head.


    The others nod back and the priest lifts his hands to cast the next magical barrier, so that they can continue their ascent.


    — The tower shakes.


    She steadies her footing, grabbing the priest and holding her balance. The orc clambers to a stone pillar. A hissing can be heard coming from the center of the tower. The bell in the middle of the arena of floor ten begins to sway as the trickle of water coming from above it shoots down with a pressure that wasn’t there before. Loose bricks fall down from the ceiling, striking against the metal construction. The base of floor eleven, the roof of floor ten, collapses.


    A cascading torrent of water rushes down through the gaps of the ceiling above. Water crashes down onto the bell and streams down the pointed, jagged slant below them, rushing off of the side of the tower. Water runs along the many walkways of floor ten, channeling out into all directions with violent force.


    The massive bell crashes downward, landing on the tip of the spire with a deafening gong. The sky, once visible in her vision on the other side of the open arena, is now replaced with a wall of solid blue of the same tinge as it. But there are no clouds. There is no sunlight. A giant wave of water surges towards them.


    She steps into the arena and yanks the priest inside with herself, as she clambers onto a walkway, pressing their backs against a pillar, as the water crushes them against it on its way out of the tower.


    Between the deafening roar of the water and the harpyish shriek of something gargantuan flying their way, she hears a scream of an orc's voice, falling off of the tower behind them.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [The Humming Man] ~

          
        


        
          	
            ???, Male, Chronomancer
          
        

      
    


    


    The humming man walks with a slow, leisurely pace, as he wanders up the many exotic floors of the tower.


    The monsters never bother him and he spares as much time as he feels like he wants to, in order to admire them and the architecture.


    Everything is about to wrap up, however. He should get to where he needs to be, thinks the humming man, as he wanders up the next staircase to floor twenty.


    — He stops, looking back behind himself for a moment. The man tilts his head and then bends downward, holding a hand against a single brick on the staircase. With a nudge, he adjusts it, tilting it just an inch to the right for no externally obvious reason. Then he holds his other hand to the stonework beneath it.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (The Humming Man) has used: [Chronal Decay]
          
        

      
    


    


    At first nothing happens, the stone simply turning darker and darker. But then, after a moment, the once strong bricks beneath his hand all turn loose and sedimentary.


    Satisfied, he nods, sliding the upper brick back into place, so that nobody can see what has been changed. He continues to hum as he heads up the staircase towards the creature that awaits him, towards the thing that has what he wants. As a man with all of the time in the world, he often finds that it's difficult to find new goals to aim for, new things to want.


    After all, what could you possibly spend your lifetime doing after you've already gotten everything that you want in life?


    The answer is, of course, to get whatever else is left.


    The humming man hums, heading up to the final arena. It's all about to fall into place. Adjusting his hat, he slips through the door, having arrived right on time.

  




  Chapter 35: The white needle's crown


    
      
        
          	
            What has never been clearly understood is the connection between dungeons and the gods.


            We know, from our scriptures and the teachings of our faith, that the gods reside in the heavens, far above our world. Yet dungeons are the antithesis of this fact. Dungeons dig down deep to where the worms sleep and to where the light can not reach.


            So, are we to assume then, that these things, these dungeons, are the opposite of the divine?


            If this is the case, then what can this say about our society as a whole? We rely on the dungeons for our food, for our wealth, for everything that we have. Without them, our world would be nothing.


            — Only those who live their lives in dedication to the faith still venerate the gods.


            Everyone else, the adventurers, the merchants, the ‘normal’ people of the world; they worship at the false altars of the dungeons for prosperity.


            I can not help but wonder if the gods do not return to us, not because of some grand banishing that had occurred during the great ash, but perhaps because they have simply seen that there was nothing down here that was worth their time?


            I am afraid to say. Instead, I will continue to pray for our souls in the hopes that it might help return us to the right path, even if only by a nudge.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ Controversial speech held by renowned high-priest, Father Grangori, during the opening of a new adventurers’ guild.


    


    


    


    Isaiah floats there with crossed arms, hovering high above the tower. It is as high up as it can go.


    — Another one of the intruders has fallen off of the tower. The necromancer was thrown straight off of the tower either by the flood of water from the collapsed floor above, or by the dark-repelling effect of the ringing bell.


    Yet the monk and the priest still remain. Still. This is fantastic.


    "They really don’t have much kick to them, do they?" asks Red. Isaiah looks towards her. "I was expecting worse, honestly," she explains. "After what happened to Emerald. But man, we’re just wiping the floor with these guys," says the uthra. "I almost feel bad for them."


    "Do you really?" asks Crystal, flying in.


    "I said ‘almost’," replies Red, shaking her head. "I hate to say it, but I think we’re going to be just fine." She places her hands on her hips, looking down at the tower. "And here we were worrying the whole time for nothing, like a bunch of idiots."


    "I wasn’t worrying," says Black. Red rolls her eyes.


    Isaiah nods, returning its gaze to the tower. With only two real intruders left remaining before even floor ten of the tower, which has almost thirty floors total at the moment, this match of theirs is already simply and decidedly over. The humans have suffered a crushing defeat.


    There is just no other way to see it.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [{OBSCURED}] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Female, Monk
          
        

      
    


    


    She nods, holding her finger against the crystal on her forehead as she runs in a full sprint, dragging the frantic priest behind her away as a gargantuan monstrosity screeches, tearing up the arena just behind them with a set of talons, each the size of a large carriage. The boss of floor ten is some massive bird, the size of a castle.


    The walkways behind them explodes as it crashes into them, tearing them apart and just barely missing them. In a fair fight, she could probably kill a boss this low level by herself with no issue. But the boss-monster itself isn't the danger here. The arena is. The walkways are torn apart from the water and from its destruction. There's almost nowhere left to stand. It's too risky.


    "Got it," she says, easily leaping off to the next walkway over. The priest in her grasp screams a terrified scream, as they soar through the air and land on another platform.


    - The one they had just been on explodes into a cascade of rubble, as the leviathan boss monster smashes its head into the walkway, before rising into the air and flying off to make another pass at them.


    She bolts towards the staircase leading downstairs and jumps again, flying towards it.


    A shadow looms over them from behind.


    The two of them fly down the staircase, falling and tumbling over each other as they roll down the stone steps together.


    The world behind them explodes, as a massive, taloned foot smashes in through the hole, reaching after them and tearing apart the stairwell.


    The monk and the priest roll, coming to a stop as they hit a wall. In a daze, they look back up, dusting themselves and rubbing their bruises.


    There is a door next to the stairwell, leading up to floor ten of the tower.


    "A safe room," says the monk, grabbing the handle and pulling it open.


    Inside of the room is a beautiful, small chamber. It is fully stocked with ornate, decorative and kind furnishings. There is food and water and a bed in the back. There are simple tools to make minor repairs with and there are a small collection of low-level ingredients from the forest.


    "- We’re going to wait here until the back-up arrives," she explains, dragging the priest in behind her and slamming the door shut.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            - [Territory Breached!] -

          
        


        
          	
            Intruders: 08

          

          	
            Average Level: 59

          
        


        
          	
            Difficulty: Impossible

          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah’s eyes twitch, as it watches the fresh group of riders break in through the forest. Elite soldiers, all dressed in matching uniforms. They don’t bother stopping, blasting all the way through the grounds straight towards the entrance of the dungeon. They dismount and barrel inside the already cleared lower tower, quickly making their way up the staircases.


    "Red," says Isaiah.


    "That’s the problem with humans," says Red. "There are always more of them. They’re like rats."


    "Excuse me?" says Crystal. "We don’t have rats inside of the tower, thank you very much."


    Red looks at Isaiah. "Can we have giant rats for the tunnels?"


    "No!" argues Crystal. "They’ll ruin the entire holy theme! We can't have giant rats!"


    "Please focus," says Isaiah, returning its gaze to the tower. "This is a problem."


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Irascaris] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Male, Lancer
          
        

      
    


    


    Irascaris grabs a small satchel of ingredients and an iron ingot that some dead goblins had laying on them. "Nice!" says Domi, scavenging another corpse. "We have enough loot to keep us going for another month at least," he says. "See? It’s not a total loss."


    Caeli walks past them. "We’re not done yet," says the battle-alchemist. "We’re not leaving this place until we have another two months on our account. Let’s go!" she says, throwing her collected items into her bag and waving to the two of them.


    Boots thunder up the staircase behind them. He lets out an annoyed groan. More adventurers? They need to hurry, or they’ll take all of the loot before -


    Irascaris stands up straight, watching as the troop of elite, noble soldiers run up the staircase. They’re wearing matching uniforms with platemail breastplates and the rest in dark leather, barring a small red, fabric wrap around their shoulders.


    "Adventurers?" asks the officer of the unit, looking their way. Irascaris silently nods as his two party members move closer towards him. The officer nods, pointing to the staircase. "Congratulations. You’re drafted."


    "…Huh?" Caeli blinks. "We’re just here to -"


    The guard puts a hand on his sword, attached to his waist. She becomes quiet. He nods his head to the staircase. "Move. Take the stairs."


    Caeli looks towards the staircase, leading up to the next floor. "But what if its trapped…?" she asks.


    "Exactly," replies the guard, nodding his head.


    Irascaris narrows his eyes, but quietly takes the lead role and starts walking. He can feel that Caeli is about to argue, but this would be a very unwise idea with these people. He knows their type. "Come on," he says quietly to the others, immediately doing as told.


    There’s no point in arguing with these guys. They’re probably noble-blood, judging by their ornate uniforms. The three of them are lucky that they’re just being put out front to bait out monsters and traps. People have suffered far worse fates than that, given that these sorts of people are beyond repercussions of any kind for non-nobles like themselves, especially adventurers, who are on the bottom of the societal totem pole at their low individual rankings. He and Domi are both D-Ranked. Caeli is a C. In the noble-tier of society, they aren't even good enough to hire as unseen servants.


    Looking behind them, he can see the other troop of adventurers from outside, being dragged along behind the guards to be the first ones hit in case of an ambush.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah rubs its forehead, thinking about what to do. It's out of tricks. They had damaged all of their floors and used up their inventory of not-trap traps already on the first party. This new group of humans is just running right through the now already cleared dungeon. There's nothing left to stop them.


    They push their way through to floor six without a problem. Then, on floor seven, they simply massacre their way through the goblins. Barring a few odd straggler goblins who… seem to hide, for some reason?


    That’s odd.


    The same for floor eight and by the time they get to floor nine, Isaiah has Red evacuate Beulah who was wandering the tower.


    Then, the two new intruding parties meet up with the monk and the priest at the safe-room, before floor ten. They prepare themselves and then head up to the boss-arena as a massive unit of close to twenty people.


    Isaiah crosses its arms, thinking. The boss, Garuda, will very likely only buy a little time with this many intruders. But they’ll be able to skip floor eleven because they had ruined most of it for the flood. This is all untested territory for the rest of the tower, but Isaiah has a feeling that there are more humans remaining than ambushes and mechanisms that they will be able to set up. A final confrontation seems unavoidable.


    "Gray," says Isaiah.


    "Yes?" asks Gray, flying in.


    "Make me a sword."


    Gray blinks. "You sure?"


    Isaiah nods. "Make it look good."


    


    


    


    An hour passes.


    The intruders are on floor nineteen, having smashed their way through everything before that. The newcomers are very varied in their makeup. But they have so much ranged damage that they can just blast away most problems from afar and given their high level of alertness, the few ambushes they try to set up fail mostly in spectacular fashion.


    In one incident on floor eighteen, the shrine, Red almost gets caught after doing an odd favor for Beulah, but manages to escape.


    — After that, Isaiah slows down the ambushes, not wanting to risk the uthra for this.


    By the time the intruders get to the mid twenties, half of the new-intruders are dead. But the old two, the monk and the priest, plus the low level adventurers are still alive. Plus the other half of the soldier-group. There are still far too many people.


    Isaiah rubs its head in frustration, watching them walk up the next staircase.


    They are just about out of floors and just about out of time.


    It sighs, looking at the uthra.


    Nobody seems to have any ideas left either. A large section of the remaining floors are still under construction and unfilled, so they’re just empty rooms. Crystal and Green are still building new sections this very second, to buy them a little more time. But even at their higher level, they can’t make floors fast enough to beat the pace of people walking through an empty room.


    "Listen," says Red. "For what it’s worth, you were my favorite." Isaiah looks at Red. "I’m gonna think about you on the next job."


    "Thank you, Red," says Isaiah, looking back down towards the tower. "But you will be here a while longer, I am afraid," it states.


    Red shakes her head, flying next to it. "Look, chief. I like your optimism," she says, placing a tiny hand on Isaiah’s shoulder. "But they’re almost all the way through. When they get up to the roost and trigger the final boss-fight, you’re not gonna be able to avoid it," she explains, looking around the sky. "Even up here."


    Isaiah nods, lowering itself down towards the roost of the tower. It looks at Red. "Please make sure the eggs are safe," it says, before hovering down to the tower and closing its eyes, looking through the eyes of a small statue on a tree.


    


    


    


    The small blackbird sits in its nest.


    He lifts a wing, staring down towards the eggs and then back up and around the area.


    They are just about ready.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Caeli] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Female, Battle-Alchemist
          
        

      
    


    


    Caeli walks on in annoyance, treading up another staircase, feeling the sharp tip of the lance basically pressing against the small of her back.


    This is a mess. They really should have just taken what they had and gotten out of here earlier, but now…


    Irascaris walks ahead of her, entering into the next room, which is far too dangerous for an adventurer of his level and rank to be entering first, let alone by himself. The higher level, noble guards are behind them, pressing them forward. The other adventuring party is in the back, basically tethered with rope as human shields against ambushers.


    "Keep walking," says the guard with the spear, pressing it against her back. She lets out a hissing breath, feeling the small cut and takes another quick step up the next step.


    — The brick beneath her foot slips loose on the staircase and she stumbles, falling forward. The stonework on the staircase seems to have been damaged. Caeli catches herself, her palms gripping the step before herself. But a potion rattles loose from her potion-belt, strapped around her body. Her eyes open wide as she sees the bright, bubbling yellow vial strike against the step with a clink. She flinches.


    It doesn’t explode.


    Caeli sighs in relief.


    That’s odd. Aren’t her explosive potions usually -


    "GET UP!" yells the guardsman and she feels the tip of the spear pressing against her thigh. Letting out an annoyed yelp, she rises to her feet and… simply doesn’t say anything about the potion that fell down. They don't seem to have noticed it.


    Caeli narrows her eyes, walking after Domi and Irascaris, leaving the explosive potion exactly where it is on the loose step.


    Metal boots thud loudly behind herself as she makes it up the staircase, a little quicker now than before. As she rounds the bend to the door to the next room, the crunching of glass can be heard, as someone with a pair of metal boots steps on the potion.


    "RUN!" she yells, grabbing her two party-members and bolting on ahead.


    The stairwell behind explodes, rubble flying in through the doorway.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Irascaris] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Male, Lancer
          
        

      
    


    


    "What the hell did you do?!" yells Irascaris as they bolt through the entirely empty rooms towards the next staircase.


    "I didn’t do shit!" replies Caeli. "Not my fault they stepped on that!" she yells, the sensitive potions attached to her body bubbling as she sprints.


    "We’re fucked!" shouts Domi. "They’re going to kill us! You know that, right?!"


    They make their way to the next staircase, heading up.


    "Not if we get out of here!" she says, as they escape.


    Irascaris looks her way as they listen to the shouts and yells from behind them. "I hate to tell you this," he says. "But you know that there’s nowhere to go but up, right?!"


    "Then we’re going up!" replies Caeli.


    These are high level guards with a lot of health-points and stat values. But an explosive potion won’t just damage them. It’ll damage the tower too, especially since it looked like the stonework there was sub-par, for some reason. It's really lucky for them. She bet that the staircase was blown clean away and a few of them fell down to the floor below, at the very least.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Rorate] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Dark-Elf, Female, Fighter
          
        

      
    


    


    "Come on! Hurry up, long-ears!" barks Red. Rorate runs after her glowing silhouette, barging into the tower and then into the shortcut that leads up to the top area. "We don’t have long!"


    Lights of many colors shoot off into all directions, as the other uthra are sent off to gather what they need for this to work.


    Rorate sprints as fast she can, glass clinking in her rucksack, her face and hair soaked with sweat. She had run all the way back from the city.


    This is her chance to prove herself to Isaiah, once and for all.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Officer Walundra] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Male, Knight Officer
          
        

      
    


    


    "Enough," says Walundra. "I’ve had ENOUGH!" screams the man, smashing his fists against the table. "What the hell is wrong with this place?!" he shouts, looking at the officers.


    Nobody dares to say a word.


    "It’s bad enough that this abomination is killing my people, but now some low-life degenerates are too?!" He points at a man. "FIND OUT WHO THEY ARE! NOW!"


    "Y- yes, sir!" shouts the nervous junior officer, far too loudly as he jumps out of his seat, tangling his leg in his chair and pulling it to the side. He awkwardly runs out of the room, losing the chair only a few steps into his escape. It almost feels like its clinging to him, desperate to get him to take it with him.


    Walundra leans into the scrying crystals. "Find the core. Finish. This," he hisses through clenched teeth.


    The monk on the other end, perhaps feeling the bulging of his eyes and the venom of his voice, simply quietly confirms and proceeds, leaving the dead where they lie.


    Walundra looks over at the crystals of the primary inspection team.


    Of the five, only one remains active.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [{OBSCURED}] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Female, Monk
          
        

      
    


    


    Wooden beads rattle as she stomps up the staircase.


    Her clothes are frayed. Her skin is burnt. Her face is covered in ash and her hands are covered in blood, her ears — full of screams.


    Pulling herself together, clenching her fists, narrowing her eyes in focus, she tries to drown all of that out as she ascends. The bow and arrows that she has confiscated from an adventurer rub against her back as she walks and walks, heading through empty room after empty room.


    The air becomes lighter.


    The atmosphere around herself becomes brighter.


    There is a safe room on floor twenty-nine, before the final boss arena and she decides to stop inside to pick up any healing items. She opens the door and the monk stops, looking at the person standing there, inside of the room. A priestess stands there, entirely silent and unmoving.


    A homunculus? Inside of a safe room? Unusual.


    She warily eyes the robed and hooded priestess, who is simply standing there with her arms held inside of her sleeves and her head down. Without saying anything, the priestess stiffly gestures towards a trove of items, sitting atop the desk nearby.


    — Is this some sort of unfinished quest mechanic? That would explain why the design of the tower is so odd. Floor three was basically empty. Plus with all of these empty rooms here too... It's probably some kind of mechanical scrap that hasn't been completed yet. Weird.


    The monk looks at the items there. They seem like perfectly normal things. A fair amount of Obols, some trinkets and baubles and, to her great relief, a health-potion.


    The monk grabs it and shuts the door behind herself, not wanting to bother with the fake. Killing them is always depressing. She knows that they aren't real, but still.


    A gust presses against her face as she, the last one to make it this far, reaches the very end of the tower. She guzzles down what looks like a standard health-potion, setting the bottle down to the side of the stairwell.


    Her face is the first thing greeted by the air of a kind day as she reaches the very top of the tower.


    The monk’s eyes wander around the place she finds herself at. The top of the tower is an open platform with no railings of any sort. It is covered in grass and rocks and flowers, as if it were a piece of the forest floor below. On the side, near the ledge, is a tree of significant size. The three adventurers are there, having had nowhere else to run.


    She steps onto the platform.


    A silhouette catches her eyes, flying in the sky. The rays of the sun shining past its body give credence to the presence of something that is clearly other.


    "I am sorry for your friends," says the voice, coming from above. "Understand that this was not my choice, but rather, my need."


    A communication? Not too unusual for a core. The Emerald was a real talker, she heard. Babbled all the way to the edge of the territory.


    She cracks her neck, feeling the potion hit her stomach. Her skin, burnt, begins to heal and her energy returns somewhat. Dungeons love their safe-rooms, but it always comes back to bite them in the end.


    She rolls her shoulders.


    It speaks again. "I will ask you; is there no alternative?" asks the core. "Do you not see that it is my will to co-exist with your kind?" Its wings span out, stretching through the sky like drifting clouds. "Look around you. I know of humans, I was once a man. I know of the church, I was once of them," it says. "Tell them of the name of Isaiah. They will know of me. Please."


    The monk presses a finger against her scrying crystal, waiting for a response as she walks to the center of the arena.


    It’s quiet for a moment and then it vibrates once.


    The choice has been made. She honestly hadn’t expected anything else.


    She reaches to her back and grabs the bow, as the entity lowers itself down with wings like a harpy, with talons like an eagle, with a face like a broken, porcelain doll adorned with haunting, glowing, golden eyes and in its hands is a sword that looks as if it had once belonged to a grand paladin of a forgotten era, with a hilt of gold and a blade that is so polished and clean, that it seems to cut the sunlight itself, spreading rays out in all directions, almost blinding her.


    She squints, her vision wobbling all of a sudden. The light of the sun feels unusually bright, actually.


    The entity shifts and changes shape in a way that she can’t describe. The ground beneath her feet begins to wobble. The stones and the soil unnaturally waving, as if it were the surface of the ocean. But it isn’t just that. The floor of the arena, the waving boughs of the large tree, the sky, the clouds, everything… changes. It all morphs and blends and she feels a lightness in her head, while her body feels increasingly heavy at the same time.


    


    
      
        
          	
            Applied Status: [Major Intoxication {Fungal}]
          
        

      
    


    


    What the hell is going on? She blinks hard, trying to stabilize herself. Her vision of the world splits and changes, dripping into an indiscernible mess of gooey patterns.


    "Very well," says the divine entity, assuming a fighting stance as it flies down. As it pulls its arm back, another hundred sprout from its shoulder, each of them carrying a blade that is so dazzling, that she has to look away, as if she were staring straight into the sun. Why is it so bright?! "It will be a shame for one of us," it says, landing before her and readying itself. She looks at the monster with ten-thousand faces as it gazes her way. Just as many golden eyes pierce into her core, projected from a being that is inseparable from the sun that crests beyond the distant horizon. It is one and the same. "- Summer will be good this year."


    — It lunges.

  




  Chapter 36: The manifestation


    
      
        
          	
            The lore of the world tells us of many powerful men and women who have wandered through the days of our history.


            Great champions and craftsmen and wandering spirits of many kinds and forms, taking many shapes and using many methods of living. These people have achieved things of incredible note in our world. But whether this success is because of a divine seed, planted into their spirits at their time of birth, or because of who they simply grew to be by chance, or even through direct intervention by the gods themselves, is impossible to say.


            — Apart from one exceptional category.


            'The true hero'; sometimes referred to as the ‘summoned hero’, given that they are often sourced from regions that scholars have never heard of. Colloquially, they are often simply titled as ‘the hero’.


            The true hero is a favored soul, brought to us by an otherworldly power. Each time a true hero rises, a great threat is here to be vanquished. The gods never summon a hero without strong reasons.


            This event, this threat, happens every hundred years, when a crisis manifests itself on the surface of the world.


            A true hero is a person of incredible physical and magical might. The least renowned of them far surpass even SSS-Ranked, noble-blooded champions.


            The first true hero that we know of, Azimuth of the Torn Sky was an orcish woman, like any other. Prior to her divine ascension, she was but a simple chicken farmer. Then, after her ascension, she was a feared and powerful creature, granted might by her divine birth-right.


            Why did the gods choose her to fight the first crisis? What did they see in her that they saw in no other man or woman in the world?


            We simply can not say.


            Perhaps, however, it is good to sometimes remember that amongst the most common faces who we see every day, are also perhaps hiding incredible potentials, which are only waiting for the stars to align so as to reveal themselves.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~Excerpt from a tale of old heroes


     


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [{OBSCURED}] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Female, Monk
          
        

      
    


    


    Her heart strikes violently inside of her chest, feeling like it is pressing against her ribs with every strike. Her gaze follows the movement of the entity that is surging straight towards her like a rushing stream of water.


    The twisting light of the day-glow, the rush of the air that presses towards herself from just above, the overpowering shaking of the crystal on her forehead as an intense, magical pressure collects and condenses together, causing it to rattle against her skull; vibrating like a chattering of her teeth — all of these things collect in one, single, time-frozen moment. She finds herself moving, but she isn’t trying to make herself move. Her instincts, her training, her muscle-memory are all taking over and the monk notices that her right foot is now back behind herself, she notices that her body is twisting to the side all by itself. She notices that her shoulders are pulling themselves back and that her angle is shifting.


    — But she isn’t the one forcing these things to happen. It is simply a drifting remnant of her subconscious, taking over to keep her alive.


    She, herself, her focus is lost in the depths of the kaleidoscopic vision that she has sunken into. The world has merged and melded and flown together into one, flat image before her eyes. If before, the world was a game-board, adorned with figurines and individual pieces that could be freely viewed from all angles and sides, then now, it is as if it has all simply melted. It is as if all of those figures and colors and pieces had melted together into a flat, homogeneous puddle, which is flooding into her eyes and obscuring her vision with an array of things that were once coherent.


    The world is no longer full of separate things, coming together to form a whole collection of people and objects and such individualities. Instead, now, it is all just… one. Everything comes together into one thing. The world. The entity. The tower. Herself. There is no clear separation between these concepts.


    Through pure reflexes, her body avoids the swipe of something pressing past herself. She feels the familiar gust of the wind of a blade missing her, as an entity with ten-thousand piercing, golden eyes sharply snaps her way. Feathers rustle all around her, filling her head with a roar like that of a thundering storm cloud. Yet, as she sees the feathers flying around herself, her mind confusingly thinks of snowfall.


    — What’s happening?


    She stumbles, feeling a weight in her body. It is as if an anchor were tied to her chest and was pulling her down to her knees. She feels so heavy.


    The world shifts as something strikes her from the side. The powerful wings of the dungeon-core slap against her and send her tumbling down across the arena.


    Despite rolling over herself, despite the world spinning in all directions, her vision is full of nothing but golden eyes and the white of snow that falls impossibly in this vivid season of spring.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [{Rorate}] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Dark-Elf, Female, Fighter
          
        

      
    


    


    Rorate lowers her hood, looking to the side of the room.


    She exhales in relief, letting her tense shoulders droop.


    A man crawls out from beneath the bed. The other person living here, the human, Beulah. After him fly out the six uthra.


    "Phew," says Rorate. "I think we managed." The dark-elf looks over to the table, where the bottle of mushroom-brew was that they had disguised as a health-potion with some mashed up red-berries from the forest. "Not a bad tra-"


    An uthra, Crystal, shoots over, quickly holding a hand against her mouth to shush her immediately.


    "- Trick!" says Crystal loudly, finishing Rorate's sentence while looking around the room nervously. "Boy! That sure was a great TRICK we played on that monk!" he says, too enthusiastically.


    Rorate blinks. The uthra flies up to her ear. "Don’t use that T-word. We’re not allowed to build those, officially."


    She nods, not really understanding, but willing to accept what the uthra have to say. They are Isaiah’s divine messengers and helpers, after all.


    "It’s good that you made it back when you did, long ears," says Red. "We really finished at the last second, before that monk got to us," she says, looking towards the door to the safe-room.


    Rorate shakes her head. "It’s thanks to you guys for your help," she explains, sighing in relief. Her hand holds itself in a loose fist over her heart. "I’m just glad that you guys were here to find those two grams worth of mushrooms so fast and that you knew how to use an alchemy set-up."


    "…Two…?" asks a voice from the side. She turns her head to look at White, together with the other uthra. "Oh… my apologies," says White, rubbing the back of his head. "I made a mistake, I do believe."


    "— What?" asks Red. "What did you do?"


    "I understood ‘ten’ grams, not ‘two’," explains White. "I ground up ten grams of mushrooms for the brew. Not two."


    They look at him for a while, before staring back at each other uncertainly.


    "My apologies."


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [{OBSCURED}] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Female, Monk
          
        

      
    


    


    She howls. God is screaming into her eyes.


    The monk jumps to the side, one hand catching herself on the floor, the other pressing itself against her face to stop it from falling off.


    — She isn’t really sure why exactly her face is loose. But she’s sure that if she lets go of it, it’s going to fall off of not only herself, but off of the entire world. Especially with god screaming at her the entire time while shaking the tower.


    Her chest burns and she stops, realizing that she is out of breath. Also, she realizes in that same instant that it isn’t god who is screaming. It's her.


     The woman blinks, staring idly at the ground for a moment, as she remembers that she needs to breathe to stay alive.


    Breathing is very important.


    - As is staying alive.


    Idly, her eyes wander up towards the sky, where a thing is, a being. A mass of movements and shapes and warm colors converge in the sky. It hovers there, floating in a place that can only be described as transcendent. If the world has melted into an oil-canvas in her vision, then this thing, this creature, this otherworldly being that she sees with her very heavy eyes — It must be the painter. She can't describe the discrepancy of presences any other way.


    The heavy wooden beads on her arm rattle as she moves.


    The familiar sound, the sound that she has heard for all of her life, the sound which is associated with her core identity as a person, rings out and reaches her head with unusual clarity. The poison wanes for a moment.


    The monk exhales, trying to ground herself again as she breaks through the spell over herself for a brief window of time. She returns to as far back to her senses as she can. But already, she feels herself drifting away from them once again. It is as if she were aboard a ship at sea inside of her own mind. She only has control over it for an instant, only for now, while the metaphorical wind is calm. The storm is about to return, she can feel it already.


    She reaches for the bow that is strapped to her back. She's been poisoned, right? This is just some spell. She just needs to focus, to gather herself.


    The dungeon-core readies its sword, her vision of it condensing back into one, singular, whole, construct. A target.


    …God…


    It can’t be god.


    That’s too much. It’s just a core. It’s just a weird, freaky, mutant of a dungeon-core.


    She grabs the first arrow from her back.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Officer Walundra] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Male, Knight Officer
          
        

      
    


    


    "— Why is she screaming and muttering about god?" asks a junior officer. "Who is she talking to?"


    The room is full of murmurs and mumbles as the other officers try to come up with an answer to the monk’s strange behavior.


    Walundra stares at the scrying crystal. He watches as she draws an arrow back and aims it up towards the core.


    The core itself is much lower level than she is. In a direct fight, it doesn’t stand a chance. There aren’t any traps left to set up, there aren’t any tricks or mechanisms left. It’s a direct fight. Even if she's having a mental break of some kind, even if the core stabs her right through the chest with that sword, how many health-points could it remove from a resilient, high-level combatant like her? Not enough.


    The man loosens his grip around the table as he watches her pull the string of the bow back and then fire an arrow that the flying core avoids, flying up towards the sky. She pulls out another one from her quiver.


    The door opens to his side.


    Murmurs.


    Officer Walundra turns his attention towards the interruption of his salvation.


    The junior knight that he had sent out before stands there and next to him is the bishop, the highest ranking priest in this facility.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [{OBSCURED}] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Female, Monk
          
        

      
    


    


    Her vision blurs again, the image of the world distorts as before. But she feels her fingers on the arrow, she feels the brush of a feather against her skin. She exhales, lifting her aim towards where the entity is flying and then, she lets it fly loose.


    The arrow whistles with a loud, shrill shriek as it flies almost straight up into the air, as it pierces through the strong current of wind, in pursuit of the being known as Isaiah.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Officer Walundra] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Male, Knight Officer
          
        

      
    


    


    "Officer Walundra," says the bishop, looking around at the collection of people here who all sit now even stiffer and tighter than before. "— Is it true?" he asks. The old man looks towards Walundra. "Is it divine?"


    Walundra opens his mouth, his options, but also his life, consecutively moving through his mind at once. "Y- your grace," says Walundra, his eyes shifting towards the crystal as he watches the arrow fly from her bow.


    He only needs a second. Just a second longer.


    "The truth is -"


    The vision of the crystal, attached to the monk’s forehead shifts as she lifts her gaze to follow the creature as it vanishes into the sky. The arrow misses, flying off at an odd angle. Walundra feels his heart fall into his gut.


    The room is quiet for a moment.


    "…I can see god…" mutters a voice from the other side of the crystal. The vision shakes. Blurred depictions of fingers move over the image, as the monk rubs her face and disturbs the crystal circlet. "Can you hear me? Hello?" she asks. "It’s here," says the woman atop the tower. "It’s beautiful. I’m here with it. God is here. I can feel it… I can -"


    The vision of the crystal and the rambling of her voice is interrupted as an arrow, the very same one she had shot off a few moments ago, somehow unable to fly true, falls back straight down out of the sky and straight down towards her head.


    The crystal shatters and goes dark.


    Walundra slowly lifts his gaze, turning to look back at the bishop in fear.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah stares down in confusion at the monk. What?


    


    
      
        
          	
            - [Dungeon Breach Concluded!] -

          
        


        
          	
            Killed Intruders: 07

          

          	
            Average Level: 70

          
        


        
          	
            Fled Intruders: 06

          

          	
            Killed Defenders: 103

          
        


        
          	
            Captured Intruders: 04

          
        


        
          	
            Difficulty: Impossible

          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~
          
        


        
          	
            +6912 EXPERIENCE POINTS.
          
        


        
          	
            EXP: 750/750
          
        


        
          	
            EXP: 1250/1250
          
        


        
          	
            EXP: 1500/1500
          
        


        
          	
            EXP: 2000/2000
          
        


        
          	
            EXP: 2041/2350
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            Level Up!
          
        


        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        


        
          	
            You are now a level {09} dungeon-core!
          
        


        
          	
            You are now a level {10} dungeon-core!*
          
        


        
          	
            *You may now choose a sub-specialization
          
        


        
          	
            You are now a level {11} dungeon-core!
          
        


        
          	
            You are now a level {12} dungeon-core! 
          
        


        
          	
            Level: 12↗
          

          	
            Experience: 2041/2350
          
        


        
          	
            Attribute: HOLY
          
        


        
          	
            Soul-Points: 38/38↗
          
        


        
          	
            Presence: 5.50375 km
          

          	
            Obols: 003
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~
          
        


        
          	
            [+4 Ability points]
          
        


        
          	
            You may choose {4} new abilities.
          
        

      
    


    


    The fight is over. But it hadn’t killed her, it was simply trying to avoid her arrows until she ran out of them. It wanted to dive down and fight her in honorable close combat. However, it seems that this isn’t necessary any longer.


    Cautiously, Isaiah lowers itself down towards the roost and it lands on the platform.


    The final intruder sits there on her knees, her eyes looking past it and straight up towards the sky. She's babbling incoherently. On the ground lies a circlet with a shattered crystal embedded into its front. It had fallen off, when the misguided arrow struck into the glassy body on the front of itself.


    Isaiah looks around itself, not really sure what to do now.


    It looks back towards the monk, who is in a state of sorts. It reminds Isaiah of Rorate, actually. Back when she was drinking that mushroom-brew.


    — How odd.


    "Should we throw her off of the tower?" asks a familiar voice. Red.


    Isaiah turns towards the uthra and towards Rorate, who it approaches, placing a hand on her shoulder to greet her. "No," it says, looking back towards the monk. What a mess this has all been from the very start. It’s been chaos and blood. It has been a meat-grinder and there has been so much torment and suffering already and in a season as beautiful as this one."We are above it. We are not monsters."


    Crystal raises a hand. "Depending on who you ask, we are. You know, us being a dungeon and all."


    "We are a tower," says Isaiah, lifting its gaze towards the sky. "A dungeon is below the world, we are above it. In both body and in spirit." It lets go of Rorate’s shoulder and then looks over towards the three figures, the strangers, cowering behind its very-big-tree. "This is a holy place," says Isaiah. "Those who seek shelter here will find it and those who crave safety, a nest, they too will find it here," says Isaiah, spreading out its wings. "We will not be the serpent upon our own tree."


    It points at the monk, who is babbling some incoherent nonsense. "Red. Please bring her to the quarters and let her rest. But do not let her out of your sight." Isaiah nods to Crystal and Green. "The damage is immense. Restore as much as you can before building further." The entity turns its gaze to Black and White. "Collect the dead and bury them with dignity." Isaiah looks at Rorate. "Teal. See to Rorate."


    "I’m fine, thank you," says Rorate as Teal flies over towards her.


    Isaiah shakes its head. "You have gone far for me, Rorate. Thank you. Go, rest. Eat. I will find you soon to speak in detail. I promise."


    The uthra set to work, carrying Rorate and the monk away.


    Isaiah looks down at the ground, sweeping the broken scrying crystal to the side with its foot as it then returns its gaze to Beulah and to the three adventurers who are all still there atop the tower.


    "Let us speak," says Isaiah, looking at the strangers. "There is much to discuss."


    — For some reason, it has the sound of humming sing-song in its ears. But as it looks around itself, it sees nothing out of the ordinary.

  




  Chapter 37: The hummingbird


    
      
        
          	
            With roots that dig towards the heart of the world, the stoic giant that is known as the world-tree, sits. Its boughs rise up so high as to scratch the clouds above. Its roots reach from the western edge of the continent, all the way to the shores of the eastern one.


            And all around its massive base, a trunk, which acts as a pillar strong enough to hold the heavens themselves up into the air, sits a city that thrives like no other.


            The world-tree was given to us by the gods, during the season of their departure from our mortal-coil, all of those generations ago.


            Nourished and sustained by the ashes and the bones that were left behind after a world-shattering, one-hundred year crisis, a simple sprout grew to become this magnificent icon of our peoples.


            At the very base of the world-tree is the central-beginners dungeon. An ancient dungeon that, despite its expertise and central location and floor span of well over one-hundred floors, is still to this day of the very lowest level and difficulty of any known dungeons in the world. It appears to have adopted a unusual strategy of simply never growing too powerful to be a nuisance.


            As such, it remains one of the oldest and most sacred dungeons of our nation.


            The core has never been communicated with, despite the attempts of the high magical scholars of every generation since.


            — Perhaps, like the tree itself, it is simply a generous gift, left to us by our progenitors.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ A side note on the world-tree, from Barnatus Barnacious’ Big Book of Dungeons


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~
          
        


        
          	
            Please choose {04} abilities from the following trees.


            


            

          
        


        
          	
            - [Sanctuary] -
          
        


        
          	
            Focuses on spreading the roots of your dungeon for as far as you can. The further a dungeon’s reach extends, the more resources you will be able to collect and the larger your dungeon will become.
          
        


        
          	
            
              
                
                  	
                    [Divine Will] – Wild, HOLY monsters will begin to make their way from across the world to live, nest and thrive in and around the grounds of the tower

                  
                


                
                  	
                    [Instancing] – Creates an instance portal inside of the dungeon-gate. Every party which enters the dungeon will enter into their own, individual instance and be unable to interact with other parties. 


                    Extra large raid parties will still be able to share the same instance.

                  
                


                
                  	
                    [Whole] – While on the grounds outside and inside of the tower, all living creatures receive +1 HP / five minutes. All DARK/UNDEAD/DEMON entities are damaged at a rate of -1 MAX HP / five minutes

                  
                

              
            


            


            


            


            

          
        


        
          	
            - [Holy] -
          
        


        
          	
            Focuses on your core attribute and imparting as much of this essence onto your dungeon as possible. Each attribute offers its own benefits and perks.


            
              
                
                  	
                    [Ascension] – The landscape encompassing the dungeon’s territorial radius separates itself from the sinful world, causing the tower and all of its lands to float up into the air.
                  
                


                
                  	
                    [Mercy {Toggle}] – While active: Any intruders inside of the tower who reach 0 HP, or who fall off of it, will be spared and teleported back outside to the dungeon-gate. A severe, unremovable debuff penalty will be applied to them for 24 hours. 


                    Any living, mortal-race denizens of the tower will be returned to their quarters. 


                    Experience points are still gained as normal.

                  
                


                
                  	
                    [Gloria] – Augments the dungeon-core itself with a variety of combat, summoning and support abilities
                  
                

              
            


            


            


            


            

          
        


        
          	
            - [Bastion] -
          
        


        
          	
            Focuses on the physical and magical defenses of your dungeon. Allows access to sturdier walls, tricks and traps and mazes and mechanisms, as well as higher level monsters to defend your floors.


            
              
                
                  	
                    [Traps] : Allows your worker minions to develop simple traps and snares in your dungeon, in order to hurt enemies before they can get too deep.
                  
                


                
                  	
                    [Spatial Room Refactoring] – Allows the separation of chosen floors into smaller collections of rooms, rather than simply one room per floor.
                  
                


                
                  	
                    [Advanced Smithing] – Allows your workers to create advanced weapons, such as high-quality swords to augment your monsters capable of using equipment.
                  
                

              
            


            

          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah looks at the swath of abilities, not really able to make up its mind. There are so many of them and some of these do look very strong. However, they might also fundamentally change the structure of the dungeon in a serious way.


    This is a decision best not made hastily. It will take a little time to think about the choices that it needs to make and then return to this later.


    First, there is much else to do.


    — It turns its head to look at the straggling humans, who it has let discuss amongst themselves their dilema.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Caeli] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Female, Battle-Alchemist
          
        

      
    


    


    Caeli sits, leaning back on a chair that seemingly had appeared out of nowhere. Her leg is crossed over her thigh, her foot twitching up and down. Her arms are folded, her finger tapping against her bicep. She finds herself stuck in impatient thought.


    "So, do you really think we’re stuck here?" asks Domi, looking at her and then towards Irascaris.


    The man with the lance shrugs and the two of them look towards her again.


    She knows that this choice is going to fall on her. The two of them are too indecisive. Maybe that’s why she’s feeling a bit tightly strung?


    "I just wanted to make some money," says the battle-alchemist, sighing. She looks down at the table, letting her hand rest on it instead. Her finger, instead of tapping against herself, now taps against its ornately carved surface.


    The table too, had simply appeared here, having been created on the spot by some sort of magical light.


    "We’re fucked," she says. "You saw those scrying crystals," says Caeli "That means there are high-ranking people who saw our faces," she says. "After the explosion…" She shakes her head. "I don’t know if we can go back to the city. Those guards were nobles."


    "That’s a crock of shit!" argues Domi, slamming his fist against the table. "They basically kidnapped us!" he argues. "How is that not self-defense? Why are we in trouble?"


    Irascaris folds his arms, leaning back to copy Caeli prior posture. "Because we’re poor," he says. "Like she said, those guards were noble-blooded. That’s the only argument they need against us."


    "I had a run in with the nobles too," says the strange man, dressed as a priest, Beulah. He sits at their table together with them. "It’s not so bad here," says the priest. "Let me tell you my story."


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    "Thank you, Rorate," says Isaiah. It finds itself underground, in the resting area below the tower. "I would have been lost without your help."


    Red had explained what the whole situation with the mushroom-brew and the monk had been. It was really very clever of Rorate and her timing was perfect. She really is a useful and valuable person.


    — But perhaps it is necessary to stop thinking in those specific terms alone? It seems an unbefitting way to treat someone who has put in so much work.


    Rorate lifts her hands, shaking her head. "No, it was nothing. I’m just glad I could really be of use to someone," she says.


    Isaiah lifts a taloned hand, softly pushing hers back down. "Please, accept my gratitude," it says, looking around awkwardly. They’re just standing there in the hallway at the entrance of the underground. It looks over its shoulder, towards the kitchen.


    "Would you care to tell me about your journey?" asks the creature, gesturing towards the kitchen table.


    Rorate blinks, staring in surprise for a quiet moment, but then excitedly agrees.


    Isaiah can’t help but feel very awkward in the kitchen as it sits at the table. It’s a very unnatural environment for what it holds itself to be. Its massive wings press against the walls that seem to be closing in as it sits there, underground. But it endures the space.


    Perhaps this is really only a small sacrifice that is still very good to make.


    It listens intently as Rorate excitedly babbles on and on like a stream of flowing water, as she tells it about her trip to the witch and her trip to the city and everything between and after that.


    It goes on for a while and Isaiah can’t help but notice that the flow of her speech is so strong and free, that it feels like a cascade of water, breaking free from a dam that had held it in for far too long.


    


    


    


    Isaiah lifts a hand.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~
          
        


        
          	
            (Isaiah) used: [Summoned Worker {2}]

          
        


        
          	
            Cost: {4} SOUL, {100} EXP

          
        


        
          	
            SOUL: 34/38
          
        

      
    


    


    A new uthra appears. This one is orange.


    It stretches itself out, yawning and rubbing its face.


    "Hello," greets Isaiah. "We will be having a lot of foot traffic soon. Please tend to the grounds outside of the tower."


    Orange rubs its tired eyes. "Is that it?"


    "— For now. Thank you."


    The new uthra nods and flies off.


    Isaiah stands atop the tower once more. With the uthra all returned to their work, the tower can once again resume construction. The death of the second inspection party has sealed the tower's fate as something which the humans will certainly now try to destroy, as far as Red had explained.


    Isaiah lifts its gaze, as it clambers up its very-big-tree, towards a high branch. From there, it pops its head through the crown and stares up towards the clouds and the sky above them.


    They are still very far away. What a world this is.


    Isaiah lowers its gaze, looking at the people sitting at the table up on the roost. They aren’t too bothered by it anymore and are talking to each other, lost in deep discussion. Beulah seems to have calmed them down. Perhaps this would be a good job for him in the future? Outreach?


    Red flies in. "Hey, chief," says the uthra. "Everything is back on track," she says. "I flew out through the forest a bit, our territory is getting pretty massive, you know?" asks Red. "A lot of interesting stuff out there. The villagers are all talking about the tower."


    Isaiah nods, pleased. It would be worth examining the outer lands of the territory sometime too. So far, it has never really left the direct vicinity of the tower. But perhaps there are things of value elsewhere to find and to learn of? "Thank you for sticking with me," it says.


    Red waves it off and flies away. "Yeah, yeah. Where else would I go?" asks the uthra, somewhat snarkily as she vanishes.


    But behind that sass is an honest question, realizes Isaiah.


    Where would she go?


    Isaiah stares down at the people who are sitting at the table. If not for the tower, where would they go? It thinks of Rorate, who has invested herself in body and soul to this endeavor. Where would she go?


    This new life of its is… difficult.


    It is challenging and honestly, it still feels very rough and, perhaps even lonesome. Being surrounded by people who are in awe of you, who are under you, who fear you — These things are not the same as having a family.


    Isaiah closes its eyes, looking over to a statue, above a nest.


    


    


    


    The blackbird stands on the edge of the nest, scooting around its rim as it stares in towards the clutch of eggs in curiosity.


    The first egg shakes.


    


    


    


    Isaiah opens its eyes, its heart thudding in fear as it jumps down from the very-big-tree in panic. A strike of cold terror shoots through its body. It lands at the base of the tree, sliding down it with a talon along its surface and grabs the time-stopping sun-dial, resting in the tree’s broad, sheltering shadow.


    The creature spreads its wings out wide and gets ready to fly off towards the nest. The eggs are hatching. It has to go. It has to use the sun-dial, now.


    — But then it doesn’t.


    Isaiah finds its feet remaining firmly planted on the grass, growing atop the tower. Its wings, held wide, feel the gentle winds flowing through the gaps between the tips of its feathers.


    But Isaiah doesn’t budge as its eyes wander out across the distance, across the beautiful world all around the tower. Bright petals fly free in the spring gales. Birds flock and sing atop the verdant crown of the forest. The sun shines with lazy rays, which linger through the drifting clouds and the azure sky, like streaks of fingerprints that have been left on the surface of crystal glass.


    Everything comes together to paint a scene that feels… familiar.


    Isaiah lowers a hand, feeling a spot on its breast that it recalls once being pierced with a blade, in its old human life.


    It turns its head, looking at the people sitting there at the table, watching it in marked confusion.


    Isaiah turns back forward and then sets the sun-dial back down onto the ground.


    — It isn’t right.


    Rorate had brought it this sun-dial, because she knew of its goal to return to its nest and its family. She knew that Isaiah was trying to get restored to the form of a bird, which would destroy this place, this tower. Red had surely told her as much.


    But she went and got it from the witch anyway, likely putting herself in terrible danger.


    So what exactly is the plan here?


    Is it going to use a strange, dark magic on its own prized family of its old life? Is it going to put their lives on hold, in the hopes that it can selfishly return to them? Is it really going to steal this kind season from their lives? What if the magic has a cost? The item is cursed, after all. What if something terrible happens to the creatures it longs to return to, because of its own selfish, true wish?


    Isaiah stares at its long talons.


    Isaiah the paladin had died. He is gone forever.


    It does not wish to do so, but perhaps…


    — Perhaps it is time to make a choice. The choice of if Isaiah, the black-bird, has died as well, just like the man before herself.


    Listening to the sounds of the world, to the uthra flying around and working with buzzing wings, to the sounds of someone coming up the staircase from below to the roost with soft steps, to the sounds of a singing voice, down by the babbling river, Isaiah isn’t sure if it has any choice but to do so.


    It has been holding on to its old life, desperately trying to claw its way back into it.


    But it has found something new now. Well, no. It could do without the tower, in all honesty. But the others, they can not. They need this place, to varying degrees of severity.


    Isaiah lets out a long, slow exhalation and closes its eyes again.


    


    


    


    The eggs crack. The male blackbird turns its head in excitement as it scans the area and watches the nest, the eggs.


    The first piece of shell breaks off and a tiny beak presses itself out through the exterior, squeaking for the first time as it inhales a clean, strong breath with healthy chirps that indicate the struggle of accepting the challenge of life.


    If the male blackbird could speak, if he was perhaps a little more advanced in his faculties, he might be wondering why the statue adorning his tree was leaking water from its face.


    — As are all of the statues around the area.


    But he is just a blackbird.


    And life is good that way.


    He chirps excitedly, lowering his head as he watches the clutch hatch in full. All of them break free, strong and healthy.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [{The Humming Man}] ~

          
        


        
          	
            ???, Male, Chronomancer
          
        

      
    


    


    The humming man gets up from the spot he has been resting at and walks across the roost.


    The scene is very quiet and serene, frozen in time. What a beautiful view. What a strange place this tower is. It will fit perfectly for his designs of the future.


    He looks around himself as he walks across the arena. It is pretty weird for a dungeon. He’ll definitely have to keep an eye on it.


    Calmly, he adjusts his hat and strolls towards the weeping, angelic monstrosity.


    — Just as planned.


    He slips in between it and the tree, despite there being ample room to walk around the creature on its other side. Bending down, he reaches in and grabs the sun-dial from before the entity. It’s pretty heavy. Sheesh. Witches always have to make stuff like this complicated.


    He shakes his head and then pulls the sun-dial free from the entity’s grasp, tucking it into his own bag. Hoisting it over his shoulder, he looks at the dungeon-core, standing there, lost in a distant vision.


    The man lifts a hand, patting the creature on its back once.


    He then nods, content that he had gotten what he came here for and begins to head back down the tower, humming all along the way.


    "Ah…"


    He stops on the staircase, mid-step, seeing the dark-elf, frozen half-way in time. She was on her way upstairs.


    The humming man steps back a few steps upstairs and then fixes a loose brick that would have caused her to fall off of the tower and down into the river below.


    He gives her a thumbs-up and a wink and makes his way back down the tower.


    Time returns to its real flow. People move. Birds fly. The clouds drift. The seasons of the year to come, to be experienced in full by all who might live to see them, develop on with challenges and problems of their own unique natures that can now no longer be avoided.


    The kind spring, as the season of rebirth, serves as a passive reminder of the limited moments that one has in this world. Rebirth can not come without death beforehand. A shell must be broken for a chick to hatch.


    Seasons come and seasons go and they do appear to be all the same as the ones of the years before, from down here. But the harvests of sensations that they offer are unique to their own moments, not being available to those who had found themselves in the springs now past or even in those yet to come. Spring is spring, but every spring is unique and this year promises to be a very interesting year indeed.


    But that limit of possible moments is only a problem for creatures who don't have what he has.


    — All the time in the world.


    The humming man hums as he walks past a wet statue. Life is good.

  




  Chapter 38: A reorientation of tasks and goals


    
      
        
          	
            Day of the bite:


            My fever takes me as I lay here on my bedroll, spread out over the stone floor of the dungeon.


            It has been a day since I was bitten by the creature, the ghoul. I killed it. But my body is too hurt to walk with. I am drained. I am stuck down in the very dungeon that I have spent my entire childhood, my life, in.


            Venom courses through my blood.


            So, instead, I lay here and I scribble into my notes. It is all that I have.


            I am tired.


            


            


            


            One day later. I think:


            It is as much my home as the city is, as my own four walls are — the dungeon.


            For nearly sixteen years, I have come to this place almost daily to earn my bread and my keep.


            I found my first sword in this dungeon. I had the best memories of my life here. When I earned my first money to buy a present for the first girl that I ever loved, it was in this dungeon. When she left me a week later and I spent days crying as if I were on the precipice of death, thinking that I would never recover from my broken heart, I was howling down in this dungeon.


            I didn’t just ‘work’ here. I lived here. Even if the core might disagree, this dungeon is my only home. I love it. I tell it as much as I lay here, feeling my eyes go dark.


            It might just be the fever talking.


            


            


            


            Something is here.


            


            


            


            Ten days after the bite:


            I have returned to pick up my journal that was left behind.


            I am well again. I am alive.


            Something came to me and nursed me back to health. A being.


            — I can not explain it. It made me promise never to speak of what happened.


            So I will not.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~Burnt pages in a diary that had been tossed into a campfire


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            NEW - (SANCTUARY) ABILITY -


            [Mercy]{Toggle}

          
        


        
          	
            While active: Any intruders inside of the tower who reach 0 HP, or who fall off of it, will be spared and teleported back outside to the dungeon-gate. A severe, unremovable debuff penalty will be applied to them for 24 hours.


             


            Any living, mortal-race denizens of the tower will be returned to their quarters.


             


            Experience points are still gained as normal.

          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            NEW - (SANCTUARY) ABILITY -


             [Instancing](Passive)

          
        


        
          	
            Creates an instance portal inside of the dungeon-gate. Every party which enters the dungeon will enter into their own, individual instance and be unable to interact with other parties.


             


            Extra large raid parties will still be able to share the same instance.

          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            NEW - (HOLY) ABILITY -


            [Divine Will](Passive)

          
        


        
          	
            Wild, HOLY monsters will begin to make their way from across the world to live, nest and thrive in and around the grounds of the tower
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            NEW - (HOLY) ABILITY -


            [Ascension]{Activate}

          
        


        
          	
            Upon activation: The landscape encompassing the dungeon’s territorial radius separates itself from the sinful world, causing the tower and all of its lands to float up into the air.
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            Instancing has been activated for the dungeon!
          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah sits atop of its very-big-tree, staring out into the night.


    It has chosen its four new abilities.


    ‘Mercy’, because it does not wish to cause more suffering than there needs to be in the world. The world is often sad enough as it is, no? Letting people survive their attempts will do a lot of work for their image as a holy place and also for Isaiah’s conscience. More importantly, it will keep Rorate and the others safe too.


    ‘Instancing’, in order to avoid problems, like the one that had arisen during the attack of the latest inspection party. Too many people at once, especially if the tower is growing in popularity, will quickly become unmanageable. If they can separate attackers into small groups, it will make dire situations much more containable.


    ‘Divine Will’. An array of wild holy-monsters from all around the world could be very useful. Isaiah has lived three lives so far and in these three existences, it has seen and known many different concepts. But the world is a large place. What kinds of exotic creatures are there that it knows nothing of? Surely there are many. It could be a very interesting investment for the future.


    Finally, it has taken the ‘Ascension’ ability, to let the tower’s grounds rip free from the world.


    It isn’t an issue just yet. But the tower could be vulnerable to weapons of siege. They need a way to counteract that eventually. It will wait a little, before activating this spell. Given its highly destructive nature, it would be wise to make preparations beforehand.


    "You’re up late," says a voice. Red.


    Isaiah turns to look at the uthra and then back out over the night-washed world. "I could not sleep."


    Red flies in, placing a hand on Isaiah’s shoulder. "Don’t sweat it, chief," says Red. She points off to the side, to the forest. "At least you can still see them regularly, right?" she asks. "I mean, they’re right there," consoles Red, referring to Isaiah’s bird family.


    "I suppose," replies Isaiah. It stares up towards the vivid night canvas, looming heavily above their heads like a suffocating blanket over the world. "Tell me, Red. What now?"


    "Huh?"


    "What now?" repeats Isaiah. "What do you do when you get to where we are now?"


    Red shrugs. "Fuck if I know," she says. "Look. I don’t know what the humans are up to. But I can promise you that you can’t trust them for as far as you can throw them off of a thirty floor high tower." She shakes her head.


    


    
      
        
          	
            New Area

          
        


        
          	
            ~ [Dungeon] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Floor {31}

          
        


        
          	
            The thirty-first floor of the tower dungeon. It is currently empty
          
        


        
          	
            Capacity: {64} Monster-Points

          

          	
            Traps: 03
          
        


        
          	
            Monster-Point prices per monster
          
        


        
          	
            F-Rank: 01
          

          	
            E-Rank: 02
          
        


        
          	
            D-Rank: 04
          

          	
            C-Rank: 08
          
        


        
          	
            B-Rank: 16
          

          	
            A-Rank: 32
          
        


        
          	
            S-Rank: 64
          

          	
            SS-Rank: 128
          
        


        
          	
            SSS-Rank: 256
          
        


        
          	
            The next sub-boss/challenge room will be available in {04} floors.


            The next boss arena will be available in {09} floors.

          
        

      
    


    


    "— Thirty-one floor high tower," says Red, correcting herself. "If you really want to keep everyone here safe, then we need to keep going."


    "Towards the gods?" asks Isaiah.


    Red nods, placing her hands on her hips. "Yeah. I have a real bone to pick with those fucks anyways." Isaiah lifts an eyebrow. "Besides. I like the whole tower thing," says Red. "I don’t really want to work in an underground hole again for the rest of my life, you know?"


    Isaiah stares and thinks about this last, particular statement for a time.


    It rises up to its feet. "Red -" says Isaiah, looking at the uthra. It holds a hand out, pressing a talon against her.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~
          
        


        
          	
            (Isaiah) Upgraded: [Summoned Worker {2}] to [Summoned Worker {3}]

          
        


        
          	
            Cost: {200} EXP

          
        


        
          	
            EXP: 1741/2350
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Uthra {3}] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Class: Minion
          

          	
            Element: HOLY
          
        


        
          	
            Type: Worker
          

          	
            Category: Spirit
          
        


        
          	
            Rank: E+ ↗
          
        


        
          	
            Level: 10
          
        


        
          	
            An Uthra.


            Uthra are small, celestial light-world entities. Born out of the magical cosmic rivers, known as leylines, they are composed entirely out of holy-magic. Uthras serve as guardians, wards and builders.


            They are similar to fairies, cherubs and sprites.

          
        


        
          	
            HP: 20/20↗

          

          	
            SOUL: 20/20↗
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            NEW - (WORKER) ABILITY -


            [Mental Charge](Active)

          
        


        
          	
            
              	Allows the worker minion to take direct control of a dungeon monster’s body.

            

          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            NEW - (WORKER) ABILITY -


            [Protective Shield](Active)

          
        


        
          	
            Cost: {10} SOUL

          
        


        
          	
            
              	Shields a selected creature with a magical shell for ten seconds or for an amount of damage equal to its MAX-HP


            

          
        

      
    


    


    Red glows with a vibrant, crimson aura, as the magic flows through Isaiah’s hand and into her. The uthra grows larger still than she was before, coming up to the size of a human child. "— Move everyone from the tunnels to up here, up onto the roost," orders Isaiah. "Have Crystal build structures. Homes."


    Red stretches herself out, shaking her now very long arms and popping her back. "Oh man, flying is kind of awkward like this," she says, looking back towards her fairy-wings.


    "Apologies," says Isaiah. "But I have a lot of work for you. You must be prepared."


    "It’s fine," says Red. She cracks her neck. "I am going to push Crystal around a bit though," she says. "Now that I have some size on him."


    Isaiah shakes its head. "Please do not." It points at the roost, looking at it. It’s a big, flat, barren area. Crystal and Green had done a lot of work to decorate it with grass and rocks and with the very-big-tree, but… that’s it.


    It’s just an empty meadow atop the tower. There's nothing here.


    Perhaps it’s because Isaiah feels rather lonely tonight, because of the events of the day before. Or perhaps it’s because of the nightly glow, making it moonsick. Or perhaps it’s even just because it no longer feels that separation between itself and the others who live here in the tower too. "Set up domiciles here. The underground is no place for such beings as ours to live."


    "Sure thing, chief. What about the kitchen?" asks Red, buzzing with her new, larger wings.


    Isaiah shrugs. "Move what you can. Or is it possible to make a short-cut from up here?"


    "I’ll ask Crystal when I’m done shaking him out," says Red.


    Isaiah sighs, but then finds itself smiling. If nothing else, it at least appreciates Red’s lively energy.


    "Thank you, Red."


    Isaiah lifts up into the air, flying off to let Red get to work.


    


    


    


    Isaiah hovers above the tower, looking down towards it from high up in the sky.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Isaiah) has activated: [Mercy]
          
        


        
          	
            While active: Any intruders inside of the tower who reach 0 HP, or who fall off of it, will be spared and teleported back outside to the dungeon-gate. A severe, unremovable debuff penalty will be applied to them for 24 hours.


            If killed inside, any living, mortal-race denizens of the tower will be returned to their quarters.


            Experience points are still gained as normal.

          
        

      
    


    


    There.


    Now it should be safe inside of the tower for Rorate and the others, but also for any adventurers. A non-lethal dungeon is apparently a real oddity in this world. But, should the time arise that such a thing as lethality is needed once again, the ability can simply be toggled off. A very practical solution.


    As for the graveyard, Isaiah assumes that if the ability still grants experience-points, then the count of people ‘killed’ will still count towards the graveyard’s summons, so they won't lose out on new wisps. But this remains to be seen.


    There is finally a moment of quiet and it is late at night, yes. But perhaps now is simply a good time to get some work done?


    There are two boss arenas that still need to be designed, floors twenty and thirty.


    There are a mass of floors in between that need some attention as well.


    The grounds need some upgrading, to handle increased foot-traffic.


    Isaiah looks over its shoulder, towards the human city. Towards all of the regions around the tower.


    Five kilometers is the current territory it has control over. Two and a half in every direction, stemming from the tower's base. There are a lot of places here to explore too. The rest of the forest. The hills to the north. The villages around the immediate area. Perhaps some of these things are wise to do as well? Isaiah has never really left this immediate area. Perhaps now is a good time to do so?


    Isaiah nods, lifting its gaze towards the sky one last time for the night.


    Its goal of being there for its old family, being returned to its old body is now over with. For better or for worse, that life is at an end; just like the life of the man, the paladin, Isaiah. Now, the life of Isaiah the dungeon-core has come to a start and it decides that it will live in this state of being so that, should the day come that it must leave this body too, it will not regret and yearn for something of the past, like it had done this time around. What a waste of a good season those bad feelings were.


    It flies off to get to work.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Note for occultists]{NIGHTTIME} ~


            


            ‘Nighttime’ is the time of day after the sun has set and before it has risen once again. Depending on where you live and the time of year, this period of time can vary dramatically. That’s all fine and good, but we’ll leave time-science to the chronomancers. Today, I want to talk to you about words.


            The word Night in modern English language stems from the ye olde English word Niht, which in turn came from the Germanic word Nacht, which then, all the way back, stems from the Indo-European/Latin word Nox. (This is what the Romans used. But as we know, the Romans nabbed a lot of their lore from the Greeks, who used the similar word Nux)


            Readers of Dungeon Item Shop might recall the trivia about Roman and Greek gods, featuring Nox, the obscure B-Roman goddess and personification of night-time. The prior, more popular Greek equivalent is Nyx. Nyx is the mother of Hecate, who is the goddess of witches. This is where one of the founding connections between witchcraft and darkness stems from in popular, modern lore. Though, realistically, it is plausible that the connection goes much further back than that to ancient Sumeria and beyond.


            (Darkness = Scary. Unknown = Scary. Witches = Unknown. Witches = Scary) Easy math.


            As you can see, lore is always very tangled and complicated, even with the most mundane subjects such as nighttime.  It takes a long time to sort out who got what from where and when and so on. 


            Where the fun begins though is that, in Norse mythology, the personification of night is called Nótt and is described in the Gylfaginning (13th century) as, quote, “black and swarthy”. Remember our trivia about dark-elves a while back? Given the similar dates of publication and the isolated region the core Norse poetic mythos stems from, I am willing to take a leap of faith and say that Nótt is related to the svartálfar, the dark-elves. Her son, Dagr, is in contrast, the personification of daytime.


            Where am I going with this ramble, you ask?


            Well, Dagr, the son of the personification of nighttime is thought to simply be a regional renaming of the mythological Norse hero, Svipdagr (Translated: ‘The suddenly dawning day’). As we have seen with the dark-elf trivia, it is not uncommon for Norse mythology to give multiple names to the same entity or concept. What this leads me to believe and what I want to share with you is this -


            The great hero is literally born from the personification of nighttime and darkness. The root of witches and of all terrible things of the night is the birth-mother of the person destined to stand against those very things. The day does not leave to allow the night to happen, rather, the night gives birth to the day. The night comes first, it always has, it is the mother and the day is the child. The darkness is the root-source of life. The light, the holy, the sun, that all comes afterwards.


            At least according to this take on the mythos.

          
        

      
    

  




  Chapter 39: A sense of community


    
      
        
          	
            Community.


            Community is the most important feature of any part of civilization, no matter the scale that one finds themselves at.


            The community of a nation decides its stability and prosperity.


            The community of a city decides the joyfulness and the economic opportunity of those who live there.


            The community of a home decides the safety and the love of those who nest there.


            Even those who often find themselves as wandering outsiders, adventurers, have a sense of community. It is found on the large scale in the adventuring guilds of the world, where they set up shop and gather. In the smaller scale, adventurers find community in their adventuring parties, their groups.


            It doesn’t matter which social-concept you look at. Eventually, somehow, community plays into it in an integral way. As for those who find themselves on the outside of all of these systems, those who do not have community, but yet still yearn for it, they will eventually find their communities in the niches, where others like themselves gather. Even in loneliness, there is community to be found.


            And if you are not in a place where you have found one yet, my suggestion to you is simple — Go on an adventure.


            If there is no community for you where you are now, then why are you staying? It is out there for you, if you have the courage to try and break free from your old patterns to find it.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ A guide to adventuring on the topic of the importance of a sense of trust and community for long-term survival


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Scion] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Elf, Female, Priestess
          
        

      
    


    


    Scion sits there in the mud, down on her knees. Rain falls onto her soaked, small body. But despite the fact that the dampness draws the heat from her core, despite the strong winds trying to push her frail frame over, despite the violent crashing of thunder above her head, threatening to strike her with lightning — Scion doesn’t move.


    She sits outside in the rain and prays.


    Days have passed since the tower, the divine will, had sent her a sign to be still and to remain, so, she has listened. Her adventuring party has left to return to the city, having gone back without her. Her head hangs low. Her wet, short, sharply cut, tawny bangs stick to her forehead. She’s hungry and cold and her body aches.


    Scion stops her prayers for a moment, opening her eyes to stare at her interlocked fingers, which are held before her face. Water runs down her cheeks, dripping onto her small knuckles.


    Casting away her brief moment of doubt, the elf lowers her head again and continues her prayer.


    She smiles as she talks, listening to the rain splashing down all around herself, the wet droplets striking against the hallowed ground.


    — She has to keep the faith.


    Scion keeps praying, she keeps talking to the rain, all by herself out in the storm.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah stands there with crossed arms, staring out over the landscape as the storm rages. Wind howls and the cascading, gray water crashes down over the world as if intent to drown out every color and texture to be found below.


    The tower rumbles beneath its feet, growing another floor in height. The uthra are busy at work, getting the tower into shape and also upgrading the stockpile, which is the next big job. But it can’t continue to be outside like it is forever. Not only does it destroy the image of the tower, but it is too risky for any items of value that they might obtain to just leave them out in the rain.


    


    
      
        
          	
            New Area

          
        


        
          	
            ~ [Dungeon] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Floor {32}

          
        


        
          	
            The thirty-second floor of the tower dungeon. It is currently empty
          
        


        
          	
            Capacity: {66} Monster-Points

          

          	
            Traps: 03
          
        


        
          	
            Monster-Point prices per monster
          
        


        
          	
            F-Rank: 01
          

          	
            E-Rank: 02
          
        


        
          	
            D-Rank: 04
          

          	
            C-Rank: 08
          
        


        
          	
            B-Rank: 16
          

          	
            A-Rank: 32
          
        


        
          	
            S-Rank: 64
          

          	
            SS-Rank: 128
          
        


        
          	
            SSS-Rank: 256
          
        


        
          	
            The next sub-boss/challenge room will be available in {03} floors.


            The next boss arena will be available in {08} floors.

          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah stares downward, tilting its head, as it gazes at the odd creature, kneeling there in the mud.


    How strange.


    Why doesn’t she find a tree to hide in?


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Caeli] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Female, Battle-Alchemist
          
        

      
    


    


    Caeli exhales, rising up in her next sit-up. Her hands are placed softly next to the sides of her head so as to not distort the movements of the exercise. She lowers herself back down, moving into another repetition.


    It’s been a couple days since the whole tower fiasco.


    She rises up again, looking at her party. Irascaris, the lancer and Domi, their party tank, are here doing simple labor. They’re not really spiritual types. As for her -


    She repeats the motion.


    - She isn’t either. But this place is their best shot.


    The other man who lives here, Beulah, seems pretty open about his past and situation. He had said that he had initially been planning on leaving the tower after a short time, but he’s now been reconsidering his options. As for the other one, the dark-elf, Rorate…


    Caeli lowers herself back down.


    Rorate is nice enough. But she’s a little creepy, in a culty kind of way. She isn’t really sure about her yet. The woman is nice and all, but she’s always talking about the core as if it were the maker itself.


    Sure, this place is divine. That much is undeniable. But a god, being back down here on the mortal world again? That hasn’t happened since they all left the world eras ago.


    — She lowers herself back down.


    "Come on," says Irascaris, waving her over. "It’s going to start soon."


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Beulah] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Male, Thief
          
        

      
    


    


    Beulah looks around the shrine on floor eighteen of the tower, a sort of constantly burning forest landscape, contained within the walls of the room.


    He spends most of his time here, working on maintaining the place. It was the job that Red, the uthra, had given him to do. The problem with having a wooden shrine in the middle of a constantly burning forest is… well… it’s obvious.


    The man rubs his head, looking up at a thin, sliding, wooden door. The white fabric in its center needs to be replaced again. Glowing cinders have started to mark it with singes and holes.


    He really needs to ask the uthra if there is some sort of fire-resistant cloth that could be acquired for this work? It would make this job of his redundant. He isn’t a carpenter or a craftsman of any kind. He’s just someone who always got by through miscellaneous tasks and dirty jobs. So this all has certainly been a real change of pace for him.


    — Something shuffles down the hallway, behind himself.


    He turns around to look, seeing a pair of fox ears poking out of the corner, attached to a face. Feeling his eyes, the shrine-maiden quickly ducks back behind the wall.


    The kitsune are jumpy creatures, to say the least. But they haven’t eaten him and they seem nice enough, if not extremely shy. They’ve only ever spoken a few words with him from a distance. But he often finds little treats and gifts on his path, after he’s done fixing a big project on the shrine. Some freshly cooked food, a hand-made trinket or a bauble. His very favorite thing has been a small slip of rough tree-bark that someone had simply ripped off of a tree and then crudely carved nothing but the words ‘thank you’ into.


    Beulah shrugs and smiles, reaching in to disassemble the sliding door once again.


    It’s nice to be needed, he supposes.


    …Maybe he won’t ask about that fireproof fabric, actually.


    He should hurry though. He has to go downstairs soon.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Red] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Uthra, Female, Worker {3}
          
        

      
    


    


    Red rolls her eyes. "Put it over there! Dummy!" she barks. "Or are you trying to have the tower collapse in on itself?"


    "Can it do that?" asks Green curiously, propping up the massive support column with Crystal’s help, down in the underground tunnel that’s being converted into an upgraded stockpile. "I just figured dungeon-magic will hold it all together no matter what."


    "It’s complicated," says Crystal, as the massive stone column is stood upright, fitting perfectly between the compacted dirt and stone below and the ceiling above. "The dungeon-magic will hold it together, but we still need a touch of plausibility for the system to accept it." Crystal turns to Red. "Anyway, who put you in charge?"


    Red, having a noticeable span of size over Crystal since she is a worker of a level higher than he is, leans down towards him. "Isaiah did. Obviously. I’m the top dog here. Remember that, pipsqueak."


    Crystal plants his hands on his hips, his wings buzzing. "You know, back when Emerald put me in charge, I was a lot nicer to you," says Crystal, shaking his head. "I don’t know where you were between then and here, but you really changed, you know? You used to be nice."


    "‘You used to be nice~’" mimics Red sarcastically in a squeaky voice, shaking her head. "- It’s called having work-ethic," she says, slapping the back of her hand into her open palm. "Try it out when you two put up that next pillar. Let’s go. Chop-chop!" She waves him off and crosses her arms, as Crystal and Green return to work.


    The uthra narrows her eyes, watching them for any mistakes.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Rorate] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Dark-elf, Female, Fighter
          
        

      
    


    


    "— Welcome, friends, to -"


    Rorate stops, shaking her head. That doesn’t sound right. Her voice was too high.


    "Welcome, everyone, to -" She stops. Rorate groans, rustling her hair in vexation, letting out a frustrated half-muffled scream to herself.


    Rorate exhales, slowing down and holding herself steady on the altar. She’s on floor three of the tower, the prayer hall, where she is usually stationed. Water runs down the construct from above, splashing around herself and down her tightly grasping fingers, which hold against the stone edge of the thing.


    She’s nervous.


    After everything, what if she blows it all now?


    She had messed up when Isaiah had charged her with this floor last time. She always messes up, doesn’t she?


    No…


    No. Rorate lifts her head, staring up towards the flow of holy-water that reaches down towards her. She isn’t that person anymore.


    She isn’t a person who messes up.


    Rather, she is a person who has messed up in the past and who will mess up sometime in the future too. There is a big difference between being a person who messes up and being a person who has and will mess up. Isaiah is counting on her. She has proven herself now. But that doesn’t mean that she can just start slacking. This was only just the start. Not just because she doesn’t want to let the entity down, but because she’s reached a point where she doesn’t want to let herself down.


    Rorate nods, straightening herself back up.


    She removes her hood, letting her long hair and face be seen by the world. She’s rehearsed this all already. She’s going to be fine. The dark-elf slaps her cheeks.


    The sound of steps coming up the staircase make themselves heard and she watches as the three new adventurers make their way upstairs from the rooms below. She waves with a light movement and they return the gesture, sitting down on a pew, near the front.


    "Some storm, huh?" asks Rorate.


    Irascaris nods, sitting down. "I’d say at least we’re dry in here, but…" He looks around the water-lined room.


    "You get used to it," laughs Rorate, looking as another figure comes up the staircase. The monk of the second inspection party.


    The monk hasn’t really spoken with anyone since that day. But she hasn’t left or tried to fight anyone either. She’s just kind of… here. She seems to be lost in her own mind and meditations. The woman nods to her and sits down in the very back of the room. Rorate nods back.


    Beulah comes down from upstairs, walking past her to sit down near the middle.


    Rorate smiles. "How’s the work going?"


    "Pretty good," replies Beulah. "It’s honest, at least."


    Rorate nods to him. She feels content as she looks around the room. It looks like everyone is here then. The dark-elf beams, holding out her hands and walking out past the altar, so that it doesn’t separate herself from them. This tower, this place, this room, they all belong to it together.


    "Hello everyone," greets Rorate. "Thank you for joining my sermon today," she says, finding herself still smiling. The woman rubs a strand of hair out of her face, leaning back against the altar in a more relaxed manner. "Honestly, I’ve never held a sermon before. But I’ll do my best," she says. "We’ll start off with a little story and then I’d like to talk about prayer." She points to their pews. "I’ve asked the uthra to make some reading material to help me. You should find a few pages by your seats."


    Irascaris nods, getting up and walking around to hand everyone some.


    "— Thank you. Then let’s get started," says Rorate, clapping her hands together. The reverberation of her striking hands cascades around the room.


    "- Ah, excuse me," says a deep, harpyish voice. Rorate stands up straight and the others turn to look as Isaiah comes up the staircase from below. It is guiding a wildly shaking, wet stranger, an elf, whose buckling, mud-covered knees are only held upright by the uthra, flying behind her. "Do you have room for some more listeners?" asks Isaiah, walking forward with the bony priestess from outside. She’s drenched to the bone and looks like she’s in rough shape.


    "Of course!" replies Rorate, eagerly, running down to guide the stranger to a spot. The uthra fly around the room, finding various perches and even Isaiah stays, opting to take a seat above on an architectural feature above, rather than sit down on a pew. "Do you all have time?" she asks. "Don’t you need to work on the tower?"


    Isaiah shakes its head. "What else could time be for, if not for you, for this," it replies. "Speak, Rorate and we will listen."


    Rorate stares for a moment, listening to the running water and then nods. She wipes her face clear of water that has fallen from the ceiling and then does her very best as she begins her first sermon.


    


    


    


    NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR: In real Abrahamic religious tradition, Cardinal is a higher title than Bishop. But I have flipped the two around in this world because I think 'Bishop' is just a cooler word. It has more meat to it.

  




  Chapter 40: The night of many days


    
      
        
          	
            The life shattering star cries out hallow;


            Shaking deep the time-stained bones of the weary dead;


            As carves out the light a way towards tomorrow;


            As from the heavens, it shines — just above my head;


             


            And as it flies, not grazing past my gaze, but rather straight towards it;


            I grip my fists and hold them tight, as I turn so quickly about, so as my enemy to face;


            The thing that from on high, now falls down on low, the shining glow it casts away;


            In the distance above myself, as if by the hands of my god;


            Who has it, towards myself, now hurtled;


            Towards this creature that I am, this thing who lives in disgrace;


            


            "- Bastard. I’ll kill you!" I shout, as I lift my fist and shake it into the sun’s face.


             


            Sunrise has come once again and I am still tired;


            


             


            I do not care for mornings.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ Untitled poem. Author unknown. Found in the ruins of the Demon-King’s dungeon


     


    


    


    


    Isaiah sits on the grasses, down low, by the river’s embankment.


    It is night time.


    The soft voice of the melusine, singing in the river, bounds around the forest landscape, intermingling in with the gentle whispering of the water. Loud voices ring out in the nearby distance. Adventurers and other people of all sorts have been gathering and they’ve been setting up shop outside of the tower. Many of them have been drinking and now find themselves in and around the hot-springs area.


    Isaiah does not care much for such gregarious events though. They’re too noisy. Too chaotic. It supposes that it is nice that people are having fun. But it would rather be here.


    The melusine doesn’t seem to mind Isaiah too much, as long as it is by itself, without the uthra. The monster simply sits there in the river, brushing its hair and singing to itself in the moonlight.


    This is a nice way to spend a night too.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Dungeon] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Upgraded Area

          
        


        
          	
            Stockpile {Level 1} to Stockpile {Level 2}
          
        


        
          	
            An underground area, used to collect and store raw materials, as well as valuable resources outside of the public eye.

          
        


        
          	
            Level {2} Effect: The stockpile of raw resources can not be reached by intruders.


            Level {1} Effect: Allows storage of building materials, equipment, food and all other items and resources. But it offers no preservation or protective effects for anything stored here.


            
              	Treasure chests will automatically replenish themselves with materials from this space.



              	Quest rewards will automatically be paid out with materials from this space.



              	All gathered quest items will automatically be deposited here upon quest hand in.


            

          
        


        
          	
            THIS IS A RESTRICTED AREA. NO HOSTILE INTRUDERS ARE ALLOWED INSIDE OF THE STOCKPILE AREA.

          
        

      
    


    


    Orange taps a large shelf, stacked with massive bricks as Crystal and Green fly by. "It took us a few days, but we got it done," says the new uthra.


    Isaiah looks around the underground area, connected to the tunnels below the tower. The new warehouse version of the stockpile is massive and, better yet, it is secure from any humans snooping around.


    — Plus it has the benefit of just making the grounds look nicer. Those bricks laying around outside had really ruined the atmosphere.


    "Excellent work. Thank you," says Isaiah. This new stockpile is lined with strong, large shelves that the uthra are easily stocking, because of their magical resource-gathering abilities that they each had gained at level two. So far, only Red has been upgraded to level three. But Isaiah likes that. The level three uthra abilities are somewhat niche, so it isn’t a big loss and it signals Red’s legitimacy as the supervisor of the lot.


    Speaking of Red. Isaiah turns its head as she flies in. "You shouldn’t be down here," she says. "The tower’s getting creamed by those drunken assholes upstairs!" snaps the creature, pointing at Isaiah.


    Isaiah nods. Red isn’t wrong. This floor is deeper than the other tunnels. The tower must be ridiculously easy to fight right now while it’s down here.


    "Keep up the good work," it instructs and then flies out.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            - [Dungeon Breached Concluded!] -

          
        


        
          	
            Killed Intruders: 00

          

          	
            Average Level: 10

          
        


        
          	
            [Mercy] Defeated Intruders: 06

          

          	
            Fled Intruders: 00

          
        


        
          	
            Killed Defenders: 27

          
        


        
          	
            Difficulty: Normal

          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~
          
        


        
          	
            +500 EXPERIENCE POINTS.
          
        


        
          	
            EXP: 2241/2350
          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah watches as a group of adventurers fly out of the dungeon’s gate, tumbling over each other into a jumbled heap. It isn’t a very graceful exit. But they should be glad that they’re alive.


    "What the hell was that?!" asks a dwarf, rubbing his head.


    One of them is still screaming. A woman covers his mouth, stopping him.


    "- It was a giant damn bird," says a man. "— Fucking hell… I thought you lost your arm?"


    The others look the muffled, screaming man’s way, pulling and poke his arm that is, still, very much attached. Isaiah wasn’t watching them. But it would appear that the man had lost his arm during the end of their incursion.


    "…Hey, how did we get here?" asks a woman. "Better yet, why are we alive?" she asks.


    They all look at each other, not having an answer.


    Interesting.


    It seems the ‘mercy’ ability it had taken is, indeed, very merciful.


    "Wanna try again?" asks the woman, dusting herself off. "I really need a little more money!"


    "Uh? No?" replies the dwarf. He points up to above their heads, where a window is floating between them. "Talk about biting off more than you can chew." He looks around the area. People have set up tents and camps around the entrance. "I don’t know about you people, but I’m going to the shrine."


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Merciful Grace]
          
        


        
          	
            For 23:46 hours:
          
        


        
          	
            All stats reduced by 50%


            All ability costs doubled


            Effect [Merciful Grace] will not apply again. Any future deaths within this period are permanent.

          
        

      
    


    


    "Huh?" asks the woman, watching him as he walks away. "The shrine? But you’re not religious?"


    "Did you miss the part where we died?" he asks, looking over his shoulder towards her. "I’m taking the hint."


    The others don’t have much of an argument against this. Two more go with him to the shrine. One of them watches his hand, squeezing his fingers as he walks. The other two set up their camp.


    Isaiah feels kind of bad for them. It decides to throw them a bone. They don’t really have people-money to give away here, barring a few loose coins. But they do have some spare resources.


    It channels its energy into the proclaiming statue, set just outside before the tower. A window pops up and many interested faces look its way.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [QUEST] ~

          
        


        
          	
            'A Simple Thing'
          
        


        
          	
            Time Remaining: 23:59:46
          
        


        
          	
            The tower is a sacred place where all are welcome, the wretched, the sick, the weak, the foolish. Nature thrives here and it offers a kind bounty to those who treat it with reverence.

          
        


        
          	
            Quest Goal: Gather three medicinal plants from the surrounding forest

          
        


        
          	
            Optional Quest Goal: Do so without fighting any monsters

          
        


        
          	
            Quest Reward: (Normal)[Iron Ingot] x 1

          
        


        
          	
            Bonus Reward: (Normal)[Copper Ingot] x 1

          
        


        
          	
            Difficulty: Very Easy

          
        

      
    


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Scion] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Elf, Female, Priestess
          
        

      
    


    


    Honestly, it’s a lot to take in.


    Scion can barely contain herself as she looks around the tower. She heads up another staircase.


    She’s been a person of faith for her entire life, ever since she was a girl. She had devoted her entire purpose to the veneration of the divine and so, for it to accept her as it has, for it to make itself so directly felt in her life… For it to come outside and to pull her off of her knees — She’s honored and terrified at the same time.


    The elf gulps, heading upstairs.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    "Okay! Move it along, people!" snaps Red. "Especially you, long ears!" she barks.


    Rorate looks at Red. "After we finish getting the alchemy lab setup, would you like to pray together?"


    "What?" asks Red, flying past her. "Get a grip," says Red, rolling her eyes as she flies across a segment of wall. "You!" she says, pointing at Beulah. "Where are you going?"


    Beulah looks at Red, holding a box of his things. Given that he was on the run, the box is very sparsely packed, barring a few nick-nacks and an odd piece of tree bark. "The shrine-maidens said I could live with them."


    "The what?" asks Red, leaning in down towards him. She spins her finger next to her head. "They’re monsters. They can’t talk and they definitely can’t look for roommates, weirdo," says the uthra, pointing off to a small house. "Get in your free house and like it!"


    "Huh? Of course they c -"


    "Get!" snaps Red.


    Beulah sighs, walking off.


    "Red," says Isaiah. "Be kind. Today is a good day."


    Red shakes her head. "You’ve been saying that every day."


    Isaiah nods, looking around at the people moving below its tree. "Have I been wrong?" Red rolls her eyes. "Ah, I almost forgot. Thank you for taking the sun-dial away from me back then, Red," says Isaiah. "It would have pained me to look at it any longer."


    The uthra tilts her head. "Huh? I don’t know what you’re talking about." Isaiah nods. Red can be kind, but she would never admit to it. "You get a grip too," she replies, pointing at it before flying off. "Weirdo."


    Isaiah points to the side, to another branch on its tree. "Your nest is very nice, Red," it calls after her. "You made it well." Several ‘nests’ are there, all along the branches of the very-big-tree. The uthra don’t have a need to sleep, but they can certainly have a little place to call their own. 


    Isaiah looks around the top floor of the tower.


    Before now, it was just an open ‘meadow’, with only the single very-big-tree to adorn it.


    Now, around the right half of the outer ring of the structure, the walls have been raised in several areas to allow for a half-ring of houses. Crystal and Green have run water from the river around the area in small pipes that feed into channels and basins and a second, more private, hot-spring for the people who live here. The very-big-tree still remains as a solitary structure on the left side of the meadow, hanging out over the ledge above the entrance area.


    There is a communal area with tables and Crystal has indeed managed to set up a shortcut to the kitchen below the tower. That means that it’s always just a door away.


    "H- hello," says the new-comer, Scion. She yelps as the uthra fly over, picking her up and carrying her straight towards a door.


    Isaiah nods, content.


    It closes its eyes, looking through the eyes of an old statue.


    


    


    


    Several birds lay nested together, huddled in a big heap. Fragments of cracked shells lay scattered to the sides. A clutch of chicks lays sleeping, quietly resting beneath the wings of a male blackbird, who also finds peaceful rest.


    


    


    


    Isaiah exhales, returning to its vision.


    It is just the same.


    — It opens its wings out wide, spanning them out for as far as it can, past the branches of the tree.


    The chicks. The people here with itself.


    They are the same. They are small, hungry things that squeak and chirp and have a desire to be fed and sheltered.


    It isn’t just these people here though, Rorate and Beulah and all of the others. There are hungry and weary and scared and lost people all over the world. Its new goal is clear. It is to bring them here, to bring them to shelter. Its new goal is for the tower to rise ever higher as a beacon on the world for every being that seeks a place to belong, a place of shelter and safety. A nest.


    And then, when they finally do reach the gods and the sky…


    — Isaiah turns its head towards the clouds.


    Then, it will bring them to see the errors they had made with their process of creation. Perhaps they had once made this place, this world, with good intent in days now long since past. But like a mother that has not loved her children, or a man that has not fed his dog, they have neglected those things placed into their care. Just as like those rejected wards, the world too, grows hungry and weak and neglected, does it not?


    It will return them, the gods, to their task. Even if they perhaps might not like the idea themselves.


    Somebody has to.


    


    
      
        
          	
            - [Territory Breached!] -

          
        


        
          	
            Intruders: 32

          

          	
            Average Level: 67

          
        


        
          	
            Difficulty: Deadly

          
        

      
    


    


    It turns its attention towards the grounds of the tower, towards the road. An opulent, purple-sashed carriage, trimmed with gold, drives down the road towards the tower with a procession of many more behind itself. Guardsmen and many priests walk at its side. It would seem that the human church has arrived.


    Finally.

  




  Chapter 41: Graceful divinity


    
      
        
          	
            Dungeons often differ in their approaches to dungeon-design.


            Some suffer from the classic problem of choosing form over function. Others suffer the opposite weakness; the focus on pure, cold-blooded efficiency over a little sense of artistry.


            Form-focused dungeons tend to be lower-leveled than their pragmatic counterparts, the function-focused dungeons. Yet there are more of them alive in our world.


            This might appear counter-intuitive at first, but the reasoning is simple.


            A form-focused dungeon spends time developing the character of its body. Metaphorically, it washes itself. It wears clean, fitting clothes. It trims its hair and watches after its health. It trains good presentation and posture and gesturing.


            A functionality-focused dungeon is the archetype of a grubby, dungeon-dwelling adventurer. Unwashed, dirty, grimy with no manners at all — But a highly productive individual.


            Of the forty-nine existing dungeons of the world, just less than forty of those can be classified as ‘long term’ dungeons, which have existed for at least ten years each. Nine of those are ‘extremely long term’ (At least thirty years). The other remaining slots for dungeon respawns are constantly cycled through by destruction teams until we finally achieve the perfect roll of the dice for the growth of our people.


            Of all of the longest surviving dungeons, a strong eighty percent of those that we have chosen to keep in our world are form-focused dungeons. The beautiful. The kind. The joyful. Those are who we prefer to choose, over the industrious and diligent.


            Not only are these easier for us to harvest, given their less serious nature, but the unspoken interactions with the cores there tend to be kinder in our favor as well.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ Excerpt from Barnatus Barnacious’ Big Book of Dungeons


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Witch Perchta] ~

          
        


        
          	
            ???, Female, Witch
          
        

      
    


    


    Witch Perchta sits outside of her house, leaning back on a chair as she stares up towards the night, towards the stars that seem to hide something behind their mischievous twinkling.


    She’s wary of the stars. They’re up to something. They have been for weeks now. Something is at play in the world.


    She tilts her head, taking a sip from the cracked, porcelain cup in her hands, watching the steam rise past her eyes and drift towards the somber sky, as if it had ambitions to join together with the heavy clouds up above herself.


    Moving out here, away from the city, away from people was the right idea.


    She takes another sip of her tea.


    – Something rustles in the nearby forest.


    The witch turns her head, looking at the wild, emerald slime that is crawling through the underbrush. It's a runt, particularly small for its species. She assumes it has been an unsuccessful hunter. Given the late hour and that slimes are usually awake during the daytime, the little thing is presumably on a desperate hunt. Given its very small size, it will likely be chasing after rodents and frogs and such things at the moment. Whatever it can hope to catch.


    She takes a calm sip of her tea, watching it as it feels around the base of a tree that a large lizard is clinging to.


    Nature is a very interesting thing.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Perchta) has used: [Petrify] on (Lizard)
          
        


        
          	
            Applied Status: [Petrification]
          
        

      
    


    


    The paralyzed lizard loses its grip and falls from the tree. The instant it thuds against the ground and a vibration moves through the forest floor, the slime pounces onto it, devouring it whole.


    Perchta sips her tea and watches the hungry monster eat.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Bishop Zacaries Montero] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Male, Bishop
          
        

      
    


    


    Several carriages roll down the way with his in the front at the lead. The cardinals' carriages are in the back. Among them are many doubters, who had wanted to see for themselves.


    The old man looks out of the clean windows of the carriage as they enter into the dungeon’s territorial radius.


    Immediately, he can see a shift in the world around themselves. It is presented not only in his vision of the landscape, but in the expressions and the movements of the soldiers and priests around the carriage. Their posture changes, loosening, as they look around the area to absorb its more vivid colors. They lift the slits of their helmets and lower their hoods to breathe in deep breaths of the forest air that, somehow, seems impossibly purer than it was just a few steps ago.


    The hues of the grasses change from the crisp, spring greens to softer, more bluish tones. The rustling of the leaves is duller and brings with it a tranquil serenity.


    Everything is the same as it was before, but it is now simply different.


    It is… peaceful.


    Even his bodyguard, a stout, stoic, quiet man seems somewhat surprised as he looks out of the window from the opposite seat.


    — So it is true.


    The carriage rides on forward, following a very well made road, until they reach the most obvious landmark that might have ever existed.


    Bishop Zacaries Montero opens the door to his carriage himself, before the man can grab it to do so for him and he steps outside, down onto the ground. The priests who were standing there scatter, giving him ample space.


    His eyes wander up the length of the construction, made out of marble-white stones, each the size of a giant’s tooth.


    Nightbird song fills the air, the sound of young chicks noisily chirping comes to his ears; a promise of new life. His eyes wander the tower’s grounds, over the statues that present images and contexts of purest divinity. The goddess of the waters finds herself depicted in a statue near the river. To his side is a statue of an obscure, old god of horses that nobody of this era, who is not a perplexingly well-studied person, could ever know of, given its secrecy. Statues of every god and goddess that he has ever studied fill the grounds and among them are many of the same; an entity.


    It resembles the divine messenger of the gods, the ones they would send in the era after they left the mortal coil to return to the heavens.


    — However, one day, those messengers also stopped arriving.


    He looks at it, studying the exquisite, perfect craftsmanship as he walks towards the tower. The soldiers walk at his side, a pair of heavy boots thudding behind him, as his bodyguard tramples down the road.


    Bishop Zacaries Montero’s eyes land on the graveyard, large and well kept. It is not only of the highest craftsmanship and care, but it is also full to the brim.


    "What have we done?" asks the bishop, looking back towards his priests. None have an answer to give him. His eyes wander back up towards the heavens. The moonlight, shining down past the tower and carrying with itself the glowing rays of midnight floats down towards him with a spring grace that he has seldom felt in his many years.


    The fog of the dungeon’s gate, glowing with an ethereal blue mist, quivers as something disturbs it. His bodyguard steps up before himself, placing a hand on his sword’s hilt.


    "No," warns the bishop, grabbing the man’s massive wrist that his fingers come nowhere close to grasping around.


    The fog breaks and out of it walks a single, human entity.


    A monk.


    The massive wooden beads on her arms rattle noisily as she walks towards them, her short hair blowing in the soft wind. He recognizes her. She’s the leader of the inspection team that was here, when Walundra tried to erase his mistakes.


    But didn’t she die? He saw it happen himself on the crystal. The arrow…


    She kneels down, lowering her head in silence. He looks, but he sees no scars, no marks on her crown, nothing to reveal what he himself had seen with his own eyes. Murmurs move around the group of his followers, who are aware of the situation as well.


    "You are alive?" asks the bishop, surprised.


    The woman nods, but says nothing.


    Bishop Zacaries Montero looks around the area and then turns around. This is definitely something. A dungeon that might have just somehow ‘slipped’ into the holy element is one thing and a theory that was certainly circulated amongst the priesthood by some. Especially by many of the cardinals, who are here with him today. But bringing back the dead into something that isn’t a drooling, flesh-hungry mess?


    This is far beyond the scope of any dungeon. Not even the great demon-king had this form of power, despite his greatest efforts.


    — A convincing argument for the doubters of the faith.


    He holds his hand up into the air, gesturing to the group of soldiers and priests to silence them. The other cardinals, who stand with their own escorts look around in wary uncertainty of what they see.


    "What can you tell me of this place?" he asks, walking past his bodyguard. "You may rise."


    The monk stays down on her knee. She also does not speak. He stares at her for a moment, watching the world move her hairs, moonlight glistening in her eyes. She’s alive. She’s choosing to be silent. Seeing that she won’t budge. He lowers himself down to kneel before her, so that they’re at the same height.


    "Please," asks the bishop. "What have you seen?"


    The monk lifts her head and looks into his eyes. "- God," replies the monk. The hairs on his neck stand on end. "I saw… god."


    "Ridiculous!" yells a voice from the side. The cardinal from the northern city. He turns to look at him. "Arrest this woman for heresy!" he barks at his personal guards. They begin to move up the steps. The monk doesn’t move, the sure, calm expression not leaving her face.


    Bishop Zacaries Montero rises back up to his feet. "You will do no such thing," he warns. The guards stop in their tracks. "- This is holy ground. Are you all blind?" he asks, gesturing to the area around themselves that is indeed simply separate from the rest of the world in its own way. This place is like a sanctuary, free from the world’s ails; save for those that they bring into it themselves.


    "Your grace!" argues the same cardinal. "Surely you don’t believe this farce!" says the man. He turns to the side, picking at a statue’s face. A piece of stone crumbles off and he throws it to the ground. "This is all just paint and decor!" he argues. "It’s a facade of a cathedral built to sell empty promises by an unusually clever dungeon-core."


    The bishop scratches his beard, looking around the area.


    "You," he says, pointing at a random adventurer to the side, who stiffens up like a board. "What can you tell us of this place? Have you experienced anything unusual here?"


    "I… uh -" The woman starts stuttering. She lowers her head and drops to her knees, clearly on the very lowest end of the power-dynamic in this situation. "I died, your grace," she says. "Inside of the dungeon. We all did. It spared us," she says, opening the window to show the debuff’s status screen, as she feels the cardinal’s eyes pressing into her like daggers from the side.


    Bishop Zacaries Montero looks back towards the cardinal from the northern city, who stands amongst some others of his rank. They are all of the same status, but amongst their social circle, he is the highest positioned and so he takes the lead.


    "This proves nothing," says the cardinal. "A trick like this?" he says. "It’s just another layer of paint on a fake wall." He shrugs. "Dungeons have employed position-warping traps and status changes for years now."


    The bishop considers his options.


    The cardinal from the north is unlikely to be easily convinced. He himself feels that there might be something here. But, even at his position, without the full approval of the cardinals, things will get messy eventually. It’s only a matter of time until one of these snakes starts some power-struggle, like they all inevitably do and the dungeon will be a lever manipulated in this event.


    The man sighs, rubbing his tired eyes. "I wish there was something… more," he says, shaking his head. That would make it easier. Statues and a kind atmosphere and some testimonies are all well and good. The status window of the adventurer is hard to deny, but she's just a lowborn. The cardinal can and very much will simply look the other way as if this display of evidence had never happened.


    But, for old men like these who have grown wrinkled in the cloth of their ornate robes, more substantial things are needed to sway their orthodox, stubborn ways.


    Murmurs begin to grow anew. The bishop looks around in confusion. His bodyguard grabs him, tearing him to the side. His eyes go wide as he sees the thing above them, lowering itself down slowly from the heavens.


    It stares at them with wide, sun-hued eyes the color of resplendent gold. Its skin is as unnaturally white as the stones of the monumental tower behind itself. Its tone is smooth and featureless, barring its massive wings of an incredible span. The entity, awash in the light of glowing orbs of many colors, lifts a hand. "— Then you shall have it," it says and magic radiates around its hands.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Isaiah) has activated: [Ascension]
          
        

      
    


    


    The world rumbles, the forest itself begins to shake. The trees all around them rustle and shiver as a great quake makes itself felt beneath their feet. The soldiers and priests lose their balance, tumbling over each other. The anqas, pulling the carriages, squawk and shriek in surprise. Bishop Zacaries Montero barely has time to take in the sight of the being that looks like a statue come to life, as he feels something change, very deeply beneath his feet.


    A thudding rumble pushes through the soil, like the rip of sinew, as the ground, as the tower and its domain, pulls free from the rest of the world and begins to rise up into the air, climbing higher and higher towards the moon. Flocks of birds crest out of the forest, filling the sky with numbers that resemble the formation of clouds.


    When all is said and done and every man and woman there lays down on their sides or their backs from having fallen, when the forest is coated in millions of fallen leaves and when the ground finally stops shaking, only for the sensation to continue in their bones, none of these things find the power to rise back up to where they were a moment ago.


    The cardinals, not far from him, the priests, the soldiers, himself, his bodyguard, everyone is silent. Even the nightbirds have turned quiet, as there is only one voice to be heard.


    Its voice.


    "I am Isaiah," proclaims the divine being. "- It is time that we spoke," it says, lowering itself down to the stones before the monk, helping her up to her feet, its golden eyes staring towards the bishop with a hawkish intensity.

  




  Chapter 42: The inner quake


    
      
        
          	
            "How many bodies do you think are down there?


            How many dead men, women and children do you think are laying in that hole? Their carcasses being dragged off into the shadows by clawed hands?


            People with dreams and hopes. People who’ve spent their lives feeling joy and pain and love and fear and every emotion available to the palette of the living — And now, they’re gone.


            Now, they're laying down in that hole.


            - No, really. How many do you think it is a day? The amount of people who die in the dungeon?


            I try to count sometimes. I sit here, outside, like I am now and I watch people go in and I see if they come out again later on. But it’s hard to be certain. Sometimes people stay for days. Sometimes the crowds are so large that I lose track of faces.


            But despite the fact that, every day, some of those faces disappear, it doesn’t seem to bother the others.


            There will always be more.


            It doesn’t matter how many people die in the dungeon. With the economy thriving and with each family having swarms of children, there will always be more faces to replace the ones that screamed in the end.


            Still, though, really… How many do you think it is?


            I’m not sure and I’ve been here for a long time."

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ Ramblings of a homeless man, sitting in an alley outside of a dungeon and speaking to himself as he watches the world go by


    


    


    


    Isaiah stands there, feeling the freshly torn asunder landscape shake beneath its feet, as it separates from the rest of the world. The dungeon’s territorial diameter spans roughly five kilometers at the moment, from one edge to the other, as well as up towards the sky. But also down towards the core of the world below. Two and a half kilometers in each direction, using the tower as a center-point.


    The people, the intruders, all have lost their balance and composure because of the powerful quake. The tower sways, swinging around back and forth like a blade of grass in a heavy gale. But the metal reinforcements that Gray has been providing it with for a time, as well as an ample pinch of dungeon-magic, keep the structure standing well and unbothered.


    Soldiers try to regain their footing, fearing some sort of ambush, but they fail to do so in a coordinated fashion. The cardinals, the men in red, have fallen over each other into a heap, collecting like coagulating drops of blood.


    Isaiah closes its eyes, looking through the vision of a statue.


    


    


    


    A male blackbird sits in a nest, pressing its weight down onto a brood of chicks.


    Red hides beneath the branch, holding everything stable, together with Black. She gives a thumbs-up to the statue.


    Isaiah returns to its vision, relieved. This was a risky plan.


    


    


    


    The quake comes to an end.


    The ground stops shaking, the tower stops swaying, the strong reverberations cease moving through their bones.


    The air is quiet.


    There are no more noises, except for the flapping of the wings of flocks of startled birds, who slowly return to the trees and the rushing noise of water, as the river, pulled free from its source, runs free now on both ends of the ‘island’.


    Crystal should be working on fixing that problem right now. The river is an integral feature of the landscape and the tower. Isaiah will not go without it.


    The human man, robed in purple, with a strong, salt and pepper beard, gazes up its way in fear and uncertainty, mixed in with a confusing dash of joyousness. The monk steps over towards him, helping the bishop to his feet. The large bodyguard tries to step in, but is stopped by the bishop with a halting of his hand.


    "…My name is Bishop Zacaries Montero…" says the older man, eyeing Isaiah up and down. "- Isaiah."


    Isaiah nods. "Then, let us speak," says Isaiah. "For the first time. Let us speak, Bishop."


    The bishop nods, looking back towards his people, who are gathering themselves back together, but are now much quieter and apparently, willing to believe.


    "I must apologize," says the Bishop. "A wayward officer gave the order to destroy your tower," he says, lowering his head. "I intervened as soon as I found out. But it was too late."


    Isaiah nods. It had at some point expected the church to get involved during the incursions, but they never did. "I am not surprised," says Isaiah.


    The monk is here, but she never really talks much. Whatever Rorate gave her really gave her a wild kick in the brain. It will have to speak with Rorate about the whole mushroom-brew thing. The potions might be too strong at the moment.


    "- I recall the ways of your world, from when I was a part of it." It shakes its head. "Come, Bishop Zacaries Montero," says Isaiah. "Let me invite you and yours into my home. We shall speak as equals today." It turns towards the dungeon. "There will be no blood and no death. Let us be done with it."


    It enters back into the fog.


    The uthra fly in around itself and set to work.


    — Everything needs to be a show with humans. They are stubborn. They need to see to be convinced. Talk alone will not suffice. It is risky to bring them up to the final-arena like this.


    But this is the point of no return.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Bishop Zacaries Montero] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Male, Bishop
          
        

      
    


    


    The light engulfs his eyes as he steps into the fog. It’s blue, like the fog of any dungeon-gate in the world. But then, something changes as it washes over him.


    Lights of many colors fly around the dungeon-gate in a series of complicated patterns and movements. The blue, magical fog that makes up the entrance to an instance of a dungeon, shifts into a soft, golden hue that radiates out like the light of the sun of a new day.


    — He covers his eyes, stepping into the blinding light, hearing the steps of many dozen awed men behind himself.


    A strong wind presses against him from the front, surging against his ornate robe and beard, as if pressing him back a step.


    Bishop Zacaries Montero pushes forward, fighting against it.


    His whole life, he has dedicated himself to the faith. His childhood, his adolescence, his adulthood, his senior years — All of it has been for a system of beliefs that have, since day one, been proven only by his own, individual faith and by nothing of more concrete substance than that. But now, here, some sixty years later… here it is.


    — Proof. Something tangible. Something real. Something divine.


    Noise fills his ears, the singing of an exquisitely-practiced choir rings out around himself, sending the hairs on his neck and arms to stand up on end. The light fades, but the wind and the song persists, elevating his spirit to a place that is higher than it was once before.


    — Just as he is in body now.


    The man lowers his arm, looking around himself at the verdant meadow he finds himself atop of, high above the world.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    It is good that it had Crystal connect the organ on floor ten to the rest of the tower with some additional piping. The song being sung there by Rorate and the others carries through it, all the way up to here. She has gotten much better at singing. Perhaps listening to the birds really did help her a little?


    As for the color of the dungeon-gate turning away from a magical blue to one of ocher gold, it is a painfully simple trick.


    — Gold dust.


    White has been mining gold for a long time now and Isaiah hadn’t known what to do with it, other than to make some tokens of pilgrimage. But, it turns out that with a little magical juice and some ‘creative architectural techniques’, as always, the gold dust can be sparsely dispersed in the blue fog of the dungeon-gate to change its color to a radiant, golden tone. It certainly fits the idea that they're selling very well.


    Isaiah shakes its head. Crystal has really infected it with this stuff. But it can’t deny that the selling of an image is just as important to humans, if not even more so, as is the truth behind said image.


    It turns around, watching as the bishop, as the cardinals and as every other soldier and priest walks in through the temporary shortcut, established from floor one, straight up to the roost.


    Each and every one of them has an expression of some kind.


    For some it is terror.


    For some it is awe.


    For some it is fervent, zealous excitement.


    And for some it is a complicated mixture of these and also everything else in between.


    That is at least until the blinding light fades away from their vision and they unguard their shielded eyes and they see the world for what it is, for what Isaiah sees it is from up so very high.


    — Vast.


    Men and women, elves, humans, orcs, everyone slowly wanders not to the houses, not to the sound of the singing, not to the large table that has been set up to receive guests for shared bread and talk, not to Isaiah, but rather, to the waist-high walled edge of the tower.


    Nigh forty people stand there, below the shadow of the massive wings of Isaiah and stand frozen in stunned silence, as they look out over the world beyond from this great height.


    The tower is already high, up some forty floors. But now that the landmass is rising too beneath itself, they are far above where they were before. The forest, the city, they are all much smaller than they might have seemed before to those immersed in them.


    The bountiful hills to the north, from up so high are flatter.


    The dark-forest to the east, ripped in twain, from up so high, seems much less frightening than it would be in person.


    The great, beautiful ocean to the south retains its mystique and shares together with the tower’s height, an equal beauty in its vastness; it stretches on towards the distant horizon.


    As for the human city to the west, the grandest, most significant feature in the region, dotted with high towers and cathedrals the size of giant’s fingers, it is… insignificant.


    From this height, they see. Every house, every castle wall, every grand magical-academy and engine of siege, every sword and man and woman and great graves of heroes past are all simply… small. They are all so little, in comparison with the power of divinity.


    The quake stopped long ago, but the legs of Bishop Zacaries Montero shake nonetheless.


    — He falls to his knees and clasps his hands and prays aloud, his voice uncontrolled and hoarse.


    The legion of priests and soldiers and the other holy men of the high-cloth all follow in suit.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Prayers] ~

          
        


        
          	
            You have received a mass of prayers.
          
        


        
          	
            + 35 EXP
          
        

      
    


    


    
      Isaiah flies there above them, watching them.
    


    Good.


    This is good.


    This is going well.


    It turns its head towards Red, who zooms in, carrying a box full of golden pilgrimage tokens. Isaiah nods to her and Red nods back. The uthra set to their task of preparing the table and food and collecting the others to join them.


    Isaiah will form a strong connection with the people of this world. They can pray to it, if they wish, if it eases their fears. They can fight the dungeon if they need to gather wealth and experience for their society. They can economize the region to a healthy extent and they can set up routes of trade and value. They can worship here and write tales of it and live here and do whatever else they want in peace, safety, and sanctuary.


    As long as they don’t get in the way.


    Isaiah watches the people, huddling down below itself in fear.


    — They too, seem so small and fragile from up here, where it is flying, don’t they?

  




  Chapter 43: The witches' moon


    
      
        
          	
            ~ Recipe: Brew of the Witches' Moon


            ○ 120 mL of moonwater


            ○ One whole shamrock (Four leaves)


            ○ One whole leaf of basil


            ○ Six drops of blackwater


              - Stir into a bowl


             


            ○ One fresh fairy, whole


              - Ground lower half in mortar. Do not detach from the rest of the body


              - Add in to the mixture


              - Wait until death


              - Grind rest of fairy


              - Add granular mass to Moonwater Solution


              - Boil


             


            - Imbue with magic beneath the light of a jubilant moon.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ A hand-written recipe from Witch Perchta’s grimoire, which is always permanently damp. The ink is runny and never dries fully.


    


    


    


     Soft rain falls down from above. Isaiah lifts its head, looking up towards the clouds that fill the night sky. Their heavy, leaking forms obscure the light of the full-moon.


    It lifts a talon, reaching up towards the light above its head. The moon feels very close tonight.


    — How strange.


    Isaiah tilts its head, watching as the droplets of rain cascade around the roost, splashing against the now-cleared table and the roofs of the little houses atop the tower.


    The festivities had gone well. The selling of their image as a divine, holy place went extremely well. Despite everything, it has, in fact, gone perfectly.


    The bishop and his followers are all believers now and they have established a truce. The humans will be allowed to gain access to the dungeon for the resources the regenerating floors can provide them with. This is not a demand that the church made. They made no demands at all and were willing to agree to Isaiah’s terms without condition, no matter what they were.


    But Isaiah knows the ways of humans. The city has many religious people. But it also has many of no faith. Many of these people are in positions of power. So, it has thrown in a bread-crumb to satiate even those hungry maws.


    — They can economize the dungeon and use it like any other dungeon in the world to gather materials and Isaiah will see to it that nobody here dies inside of the tower, on the condition that the church establishes a presence and preaches the good word of the gospel of Isaiah.


    Isaiah had no idea that such a thing existed, honestly. But Rorate has been busy to say the least. The dark-elf has been using her free time to not only write sermons, but a whole packaged manifest of teachings and wisdom that Isaiah doesn’t exactly remember ever saying. But it’s fine.


    "- Moon sure is bright tonight," says Red, flying over towards Isaiah.


    Isaiah looks at her and nods. "It is. Are they done?" it asks, referring to the guests from the church.


    Red gives it a thumbs-up. "They’re packing back up now. But they’re not leaving until the morning, what with the whole road being ripped free from the world and all."


    "Green," says Isaiah.


    Green looks out from his nest on the branch of the very-big-tree. "Yeah?"


    "When the morning comes, please make a stairway off of the island, back down to the road below."


    "Uh… a stairway?" asks Green. "Are you, uh, are you sure?" He tilts its head. "Isn’t the island like… almost three kilometers up in the air?"


    Isaiah shrugs. "There will be a lot of stairs."


    "What about carts and carriages?"


    Isaiah shakes its head. "A tribulation," it says. "One must journey far in order to reach the tower."


    "Oooh!" says Crystal, popping out of his nest. "Wait! We have those pilgrimage tokens, right?" he asks. Isaiah nods. "What if we set it up so that you only need to walk once, but next time, if you have a token, you can just warp up the stairs?"


    "Can we do that?" asks Isaiah.


    "Dungeon-magic solves a lot of problems," replies Crystal. "I think I can make it work with Gray’s help on the tokens." Gray nods.


    "Very well," says Isaiah. "Then it is a plan." It looks up towards the sky. The moon really does look odd tonight, doesn’t it? It’s large and bright. But perhaps this is because of the rain clouds. They’re drifting past the heavenly body, always half-obscuring it and half distorting its full form.


    …Full?


    "Red," asks Isaiah. "How often does a full moon appear?"


    "Huh?" Red looks up towards the sky. "Uh, every two weeks, or?" she asks, looking at the other uthra, who nod in agreement.


    Isaiah points up towards the moon, unusually large, bright and nearly orange. "Then why is it full again?" asks Isaiah. "Was it not just full the other day?"


    It’s quiet for a time as everybody stares up towards the sky in confusion.


    "…It’s the witch…" says a voice quietly down below. Rorate. Isaiah turns to look at her. "Oh no…" says the dark-elf, the rain splashing against her face, as she seems to realize something.


    The witch?


    Isaiah blinks, realizing. Didn’t she live in the east? In the darker part of the forest that surrounds the tower?


    — In the forest that it had just ripped in half?


    Oh.


    "- Red!" calls Isaiah, turning sharply towards the uthra.


    Red sighs, shaking her head. "It really is always going to be like this, isn’t it?" she asks. Isaiah jumps up to its feet in a panic. No. Not now. Not like this. Not after everything has lined up so well for the first time. Not after everything it has given up to make this work like it has.


    It remembers witches. Witches aren’t just normal casters, like a sorcerer or some geomancer or some random adventurer. Those normal types of magic-users are bound by the laws of the cosmic-system that governs the world. But witches…


    "— Get everyone inside!" it orders, looking at Red. "Now!" Isaiah points at the others. "GO!" They all shoot off out of their nests.


    The clouds break. The rain, previously at a drizzle, begins to pour.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Rorate) has taken {01} damage from [BLACKWATER]
          
        

      
    


    


    "- Ow!" yelps Rorate, covering her head. "OW!" Isaiah flies down, grabbing her and shielding her with its massive wings. It moves off towards the house atop the tower, moving to get Rorate inside and out of the rain. The others scramble.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Rorate) has taken {02} damage from [BLACKWATER]
          
        

      
    


    


    - Witches aren’t bound by the normal rules of the system. While they’re integrated into it like any other man or woman or monster, they're able to bend the rules so far that they’re essentially above it entirely. There’s a reason most of them have been hunted and killed by the church in times most recent. Only a handful remain in the world, few and far between.


    Shrill screams rise up from the grounds of the tower, traveling all the way up to the top of the roost which is at a dizzying height. The tones are carried unusually far and high, as if some presence were lifting them all the way towards it, just to make a point.


    Isaiah opens the door and pushes Rorate inside. "Stay out of the rain," it says. "I will return."


    "Wait, I can help!"


    "Help by keeping the others safe," says Isaiah and then rises back into the air, closing the door at the same time.


    The black rain, consisting of a liquid that feels acrid and thick, runs down Isaiah’s pearl-hued body, dripping off towards the base of the tower. The white construct oozes from the top down as the inky downpour runs down its exterior, like rotten pus trickling down along the body of a wound-puncturing needle.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Spell Negated]
          
        


        
          	
            You may not engage this entity without clearing the dungeon.
          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah shoots down off of the roost, heading down lower towards the ground where people are scrambling all around. The guards, the priests, the cardinals, the adventurers — everyone is making a rush for whatever shelter they can find. Many try to get into the carriages, but the guardsmen of the nobles push the many of them out and back into the rain. The anqa, tethered to the carriages, fight against their reins and bindings.


    The uthra fly in and out, dragging terrified, screaming people across the grounds as they claw into the grass and the stones, not aware of the intention of the entities pulling them into the shadows and the dungeon.


    


    
      
        
          	
            - [Territory Breached!] -

          
        


        
          	
            Intruders: 01

          

          	
            Average Level: ???

          
        


        
          	
            Difficulty: [Ẻ̵̛̟͓͗̑̂͌̍̎̑̓͝R̶̛͙̒̿̽̌͗̄̆̾Ŗ̶̡̙̖͓̖̱̟͉̳͉̈́͘͜ͅO̷̢̧̠̗͙̳̤̩̗̿̇̄͋̕R̷͍̻͓̉̆̌̏̔̀̀̊̑̈̇̚͝͝]

          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah lands down on the ground, its palm pressing into the wet grass as a terrified, screaming face tears past itself, pulled into the tower by Black. People lay around the carriages, flailing in pain as the befouled rainwater burns their faces and bodies. Red puts up a magical barrier from her skill-set, gained at level three, trying to cover a few of them. But only a handful make it inside. Many of the priests and priestess lift their hands, creating their own shielding walls of magical light above their heads. But the damaging rain quickly eats through the limited barriers.


    Isaiah turns its head, staring across the grounds and across the river that is flowing faster than ever as it floods. It looks towards the dark forest on the other side of the water, awash in gruesome moonlight.


    The clouds in the air that had been silhouetting the unusually large, full moon, move into place, creeping like a growing fungus as they obscure half of it in an entirely unnatural pattern, causing the moon to look like a long, crooked face with a jagged, hungry mouth. The rain that falls from the blackened clouds looks like the drool of a feral monster, running down its face.


    As Isaiah's eyes wander back down towards the grounds of the forest below, it sees a wraithly, gangly figure standing there in the forest across the river, staring its way with the coldest, emptiest eyes it has ever seen.


    — Eyes that are visible even at this distance, in this poor light. They shine with a hollowness that causes Isaiah to feel even its own hairless skin prick on end.


    The witch's hair flows in uncanny, impossible directions, as if she were a drowning corpse, sinking into a light-less ocean.


    "Good luck, chief," says Red, wincing as a drop of rain strikes her on the neck. Isaiah feels something pressing itself into its taloned hand. It’s the golden sword it had Gray make for the final encounter with the second inspection team. "- You were my favorite core. I’ll really miss you when you’re gone," she says, patting Isaiah on the shoulder before flying off to tear more people out of the rain.


    Isaiah lifts the sword, looking at the entity standing across from itself. "Witch Perchta," it says, pointing the blade her way. "May we speak?" asks Isaiah. "I am afraid that I -"


    "- YOU DESTROYED MY HOUSE!" she screams. The woman, the creature, grabs her own open mouth with her left hand, her four fingers pressing into the inside of her cheek. She rips it back open, pulling the meat of her face away as if it were a mask. But rather than revealing something human-resemblant beneath the loose skin, there is only a decayed gestalt with a long, crooked snout and gangrene, jagged teeth that jut out of its bony, skin-taut face. It is the skull of a jackal, melted and rotten, attached to a drowned corpse. "A CURSE! A CURSE ON YOU!" she howls. The witch lunges forward, leaving the wet ground as she flies across the river, black-water cascading down her monstrous, warped body.


    Isaiah pushes in, lunging in to meet her with the golden blade in hand, moving alone through the night as the only thing of contrast; a snowflake amidst the heavy storm.


    Perhaps it is time to finally meet its other neighbor.

  




  Chapter 44: The thing that creeps at midnight


    
      
        
          	
            Darkness.


            Of the many elemental attributes present in the world, darkness is by far the most controversial.


            The core elemental attribute behind all types of magic is the attribute ‘Arcane’. Arcane is pure, unadulterated magic, untouched by any element or spice.


            Below that, it diverges into several fundamental core elements. For example -


            Holy : Air : Fire : Nature : Ice : Water : Dark


            These are simply some of the roots of the elemental tree.


            A single step deeper and they diverge fully into a mass of incomprehensible complexity. For example, between the prongs of ‘Nature’, ‘Water’ and ‘Dark’ lies the ‘Poison’ attribute. Between ‘Air’ and ‘Fire’ lies ‘Lightning’.


            While some attributes are favored amongst our people for their utility, pragmatism, or even showmanship, others are favored for different reasons. ‘Holy’ is the one that we of the faith are the most proud of. We devote our entire lives to learning of this strange remnant of the gods.


            On the far end of this collection lies the other attribute, ‘Dark’.


            To say that this is an undesirable feature of the world is an understatement. People who are unlucky enough to have been born with an affinity to ‘Dark’, or to any of its sub-attributes, such as ‘Ash’ or ‘Poison’, are rightfully scorned by polite society.


            Lower socioeconomic class adventurers often do not have a problem with working with dark-attributed people and in fact, tend to find these unlucky souls very useful for their unusual ability to fight and aid in their dirty work.


            But do not expect to see that same necromancer, who helped a party fight through a dungeon an hour before, invited to their table at the guild afterwards.


            The worst offenders to our societal tastes are, however, the witches.


            Their world-breaking misuse of the elements is a malignancy present within the system of attributes.


            — They must be removed.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ Introduction into priesthood for beginners. Chapter nine.


    


    


    


    Feathers fly through the air as Isaiah’s wings press open wide, the shaking blade that is clutched in its porcelain grasp striking against a misaligned, clawed hand, which is attached to a strangely misshapen being. The witch, who perhaps had looked like a human before, now has a face like the skull of a canine, covered in taut skin. Black hair flows off of her visage, as if she were a sinking corpse. Her eyes are alight with a shine akin to the glow of the crooked moon.


    — Black, oily rain drops down around them both, burning the grass and befouling the land.


    She shrieks, lifting a hand to pull free from their stalemate and points at him with a crooked, long finger.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Perchta) used: [CURSE]
          
        

      
    


    


    An odd, hissing smoke shoots towards Isaiah. The body of the spell twists and churns, winding like the gestalt of a hunting viper. PREDATOR. Isaiah’s old bird instincts kick in and it shoots back, pressing off into the air as the maw of the serpent snaps shut where it had just been standing. Isaiah resists the old urge to ‘pook’.


    "Witch Perchta," says Isaiah, hovering in the air, now that it has a moment. "I apologize for my carelessness," it concedes. "Please. Let us make amends. I will fix your home."


    She points up toward it with a long, crooked finger. "…Carelessness?" she asks in her crooning voice. Her feet rise up into the air like a departing spirit, ready to leave the world. Despite her being down below, still near to the ground, Isaiah hears her whispering into its ears, as if she were just next to it. "- Carelessness, when that bell rings day and night, disturbing my quiet rest?" she asks.


    Something is wrong with her silhouette, standing down below in the moonlight. It is quivering, waving around as if it were a reflection in a body of disturbed water.


    — Isaiah drops down, pulling its head inward just in time as another serpent, made up of a dark colored smoke, snaps its jaws shut just where it had been hovering a moment ago. Isaiah turns around, shooting just across the forest floor in quick flight as it faces upwards towards the real witch, who is hovering in the spot that it had been at a moment ago. "- Carelessness, when my view of the world is obstructed by your eyesore? When people, who have been terrified of my forest, now wander through it in the hundreds?" she asks, pointing at Isaiah.


    Isaiah holds its sword, looking around the darkness for hints of her presence. There is another ‘image’ of her, remaining where she was a moment ago, its hand still stuck in a pointing motion. But Isaiah is confident that this isn't the real Perchta. She’s using the same trick as before again. It's some sort of illusionary magic.


    In an odd flashback, Isaiah can’t help but recall when it had first awoken in this life and seen itself in the river. It had held that reflection to be a real entity. Perchta is pulling this same trick, that the river had played on it.


    The wind shifts.


    Isaiah slashes up with the sword, just above itself.


    The snake is cut in half, diverging into two paths, the remnants of the smoke falling down like a cloud of fungal spores towards the inky dirt below.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Red] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Uthra, Female, Worker{3}
          
        

      
    


    


    "I’m gonna do it! Let me go!" protests Rorate, looking down at the fight below from up atop the tower, pulling back against Red, who is dragging her back into the house. She winces as the rain strikes her skin, burning her. "If I jump from here, I can totally grab her!"


    "- Go to hell, long-ears!" snaps Red. "Fishing you out of the water is one thing, but I’m not on scraping duty anymore!" barks Red. "That’s Crystal’s job!" The uthra has already used all of her magic to cast a shielding spell down on the ground for the people and also around the nest of blackbirds in the forest. She doesn’t have any soul-points left for Rorate now.


    Red yanks Rorate back, throwing her inside of the house and then slams the door back shut, barring it with some construction materials that had been laying around.


    Red shakes her head, looking down the side of the tower.


    This is going to be a problem. With the tower being higher up than it used to be, Isaiah is strong enough to last a while. But witches don't move with empty-hands. She wouldn't be here if she wasn't sure she could handle the tower and the core. Red realizes that she needs to do something. But what…?


    — The uthra looks around herself, staring off towards the distance, as the idea comes to her.


    She flies down the side of the tower as fast as she can.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    "- Carelessness, when you scar the land and destroy my home?" asks a voice in its ear. Isaiah feels a hand grabbing its ankle. It looks down at the claw, holding onto itself. Witch Perchta narrows her eyes, having caught it in her grasp. "— That is not being careless. It is being selfish," she says.


    The blackwater that stains the ground, flooding over the land like a draping blanket of oil, bubbles in a strange movement. Despite the impossibility of a flood growing here, on this relatively flat island, the blackwater simply does so anyway. It grows like a rising tide, steadily pressing higher and higher, inch by inch. The grass isn't visible anymore. It's as if the tower were a lighthouse amidst a lightless ocean. The surface of the foul water, sleek and unusually glossy, is disturbed by streaks moving beneath itself, like parasitic worms, burrowing just beneath a layer of fatty skin.


    A man who had climbed up onto a tree, who the uthra haven’t gotten to yet, slips as he loses his grip.


    Isaiah moves towards him, but a clawed hand yanks him back.


    The man falls, splashing into the black ooze and screams, flailing around as he begins to sink down into it, despite the impossibility of him doing so. It could really only be a foot deep at best, yet his body fully submerges down into it. He’s vanishing, kicking and flailing, as if he were sinking in the deepest ocean in the world.


    Inky hands rise up out of the blackwater, grabbing his screaming face wherever they can grasp — Fingers clasp in around his open mouth, on his hair, in his eyes, and they tear him down into the nothingness below. He simply vanishes.


    "— I was here first," hisses Perchta, narrowing her eyes. "Here is how you make amends."


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Perchta) used: [CURSE]
          
        

      
    


    


    - The bell-tower rings as something massive strikes against it.


    The resounding gong echoes around at the very unusual hour, reverberating through their bones.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Perchta) has been repelled by [Holy Bell]’s DARK repelling effect
          
        

      
    


    


    Perchta yells in distraught annoyance as her hand and the rest of her body are repelled by the magic of the bell-tower. The curse flies off to the side and Isaiah cuts through it with the golden sword, before spinning around and swiping down towards her.


    — She lets go and the blade misses as she flies back towards the darkness.


    The bell rings again and Perchta flies back further, covering her ears and snarling in feral anger. Blackwater pours down her skull-like face from the rain, her hair matted and wet, now drops limply at her side.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Perchta) has been repelled by [Holy Bell]’s DARK repelling effect
          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah lifts the sword, lowering itself back down further towards the witch.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Red ] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Uthra, Female, Worker{3}
          
        

      
    


    


    "- Come on you shit!" yells Red, leaning in. "Do it again!"


    The priestess and the golem from floor six of the tower stand there on a bridge of floor ten, staring vacantly with dull, lifeless expressions towards the distance.


    Red flies in, grabbing the rim of the priestess' collar. "I didn’t carry your fat-asses all the way up here for you to just stand around!" she snaps, slapping the priestess across the face. "- Do it again!"


    — The homunculus priestess doesn’t respond. She and the golem just stand there like statues.


    A blur of movement shoots past the open face of floor ten of the tower.


    Red turns to look as Isaiah flies past, rising up higher into the sky. A twisted, screeching shadow shoots up after it into the air, snarling and snatching like a rabid wolf on the heels of a deer. The two of them vanish into the night, high above the tower.


    She tsks in annoyance, turning back to look at the priestess.


    Red narrows her eyes, looking at the homunculus. Something has changed on the robed woman's face. The priestess' expression seems more… alive? "GET TO IT!" yells Red, shaking her.


    The massive golem roars in fury, arching its arm back as it swings out towards Red.


    — The uthra dodges out of the way. The golem’s gigantic fist strikes against the bell again a third time now, ringing it aloud.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah shoots up into the air, flying as high as it can go. Ravenous teeth, covered in foul smears snatch and snap just behind itself, catching the loosened feathers it leaves in flight.


    The cry of the bell rings out again through the night.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Perchta) has been repelled by [Holy Bell]’s DARK repelling effect
          
        

      
    


    


    The tormented entity behind itself shrieks and howls, stopping mid-flight as she spasms together.


    Isaiah turns to look at the witch, who is clutching her head, her body returning to its normal shape of that of a human.


    The bell rings again.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Perchta) has been repelled by [Holy Bell]’s DARK repelling effect
          
        

      
    


    


    In the night, the air changes. There is a movement in the sky far above and the clouds part ways, the moon losing its significant presence and simply becoming a part of the quiet night once again.


    The bell rings once more.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Perchta) has been repelled by [Holy Bell]’s DARK repelling effect
          
        

      
    


    


    The face projected before the moon by the mass of inky clouds is entirely erased. The ground begins to become visible again. The blackwater drains. The rain slows and then stops.


    "- You ruined my home!" yells Perchta.


    Isaiah shakes its head. "We will fix it. Let us be done with this."


    The witch points at Isaiah with a finger, her long-crooked hands returning to the shape of those of a normal human’s. "This isn’t over!" she warns.


    Isaiah lifts the sword into the air as she loses momentum, her flight coming to an end. The blade glints, catching the rays of the clean moonlight, which now shine down true and uncorrupted. "It is," replies Isaiah simply, as it plunges down towards her.


    — Perchta falls. The sword gleams.


    The image of the woman distorts, quivering as if it were a reflection upon water and Isaiah spins around, seeing through the trick just as before.


    The sword pushes through the clawed hand of the witch, catching it in mid-strike, as it was reaching towards Isaiah from behind. She hisses, blackwater and spit coming from between her clenched teeth as the sword presses through her palm.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Isaiah) has pierced (Perchta) for {09} HOLY damage
          
        

      
    


    


    It pulls the blade free from her wounded hand and catches Perchta by her wrists.


    It isn’t entirely unsympathetic. After all, this is all about a nest, isn’t it? For itself, this entire endeavor had been about its own old nest and now it's about its new nest, the tower. Just the same, Perchta is here because of her nest, her house. It can not excuse her actions and the damage caused, but it does understand them.


    "I’ll settle this," warns Perchta, narrowing her eyes. "You wait," she says, leaning in towards its face, her features and bones returning to those of a human’s, as the magic of the witches' moon fades away. "When it’s dark and when the night is here and when you lay in your bed, I’ll be there and I’ll snatch your eyes out," she warns.


    "I would prefer if you came in the morning," replies Isaiah. "We could enjoy the day together then," it says. She hisses, lashing out to try and bite it in the face in a last ditch attempt. "Good night, Witch Perchta."


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~
          
        


        
          	
            (Isaiah) used: [Minor Heal] on (Perchta)
          
        


        
          	
            Cost: {4} SOUL

          
        


        
          	
            Restored target HP to 100% {93%}

          
        

      
    


    


    "I’LL GET YOU!"


    Isaiah nods, letting her go. "- As long as it is only me."


    The woman plummets down into the darkness, the wind and the force of her drop fluttering her robe and her wet hair and as she falls, vanishing into the darkness out of Isaiah’s eyesight, it knows that she never lands on the ground below. Isaiah is certain that this was the right choice to have made. A witch isn't so easy to kill. It wouldn't have worked. At least this way, a door remains open for a peaceful alternative; at least a crack.


    Isaiah flies down itself, returning to the soil, hoping that there is anything below left to salvage. Not only of the tower, but of the people and of this new relationship that was meant to have been established with their kind.

  




  Chapter 45: Sticky hubris comes at a price. Faith is free, but it is hard to hold on to


    
      
        
          	
            "Crystals of thin ice slowly fall from the darkness above my head.


            However, I do not understand how they could do so, as I know that up there is nothing but solid rock for a good kilometer, at least.


            My campfire wavers in the wind present here in the frozen wastes. Yet this airy presence has no business being down here either. Where is the wind coming from? We’re underground. It just doesn’t make any sense.


            This is the perplexing nature of dungeons. They are entirely magical environments that only adhere to the rules of nature in the loosest sense.


            If I bend down now and dig through the snow beneath my boots, I could touch dried, dead grass, lying beneath it. It would appear as if I were in a frozen tundra on the surface.



            Again, I am underground. How can there be grass here to die beneath the snow?


            There can’t be.


            This means that the dungeon-core not only created a frozen environment in this underground chamber that perfectly resembles a real frozen wasteland, which it can’t possibly have ever witnessed itself given the location of the dungeon, but it even put in the effort to seed grass in such an impossible location, only to smother and kill it with snow. All of this is done in the name of authenticity alone. There’s no reason for the grass to be here, other than for the artistic detail.


            What does this tell us about dungeon-cores?


            It tells us that they are more than just simple hive-minded constructs. There’s something else behind the masters of these places.


            I am afraid to say that this frightens me more, than if it were some hive-minded critter."

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ Journal entry, written by Barnatus Barnacious, while collecting notes for his future title - ‘The Big Book of Dungeons’


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            - [Dungeon Breached Concluded!] -

          
        


        
          	
            Killed Intruders: 00

          

          	
            Average Level: ???

          
        


        
          	
            Fled Intruders: 01

          

          	
            Killed Defenders: 13

          
        


        
          	
            Difficulty: ???

          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~
          
        


        
          	
            +3434 EXPERIENCE POINTS.
          
        


        
          	
            EXP: 2350/2350
          
        


        
          	
            EXP: 2538/2950
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            Level Up!
          
        


        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        


        
          	
            You are now a level {13} dungeon-core!
          
        


        
          	
            Level: 13 ↗
          

          	
            Experience: 2538/2950
          
        


        
          	
            Attribute: Holy
          
        


        
          	
            Soul-Points: 40/40↗
          
        


        
          	
            Presence: 5.1 km
          

          	
            Obols: 000
          
        

      
    


    


    It is bad.


    Very bad.


    Isaiah hovers downward, looking at the mess below. People had run and trampled over one another to find shelter from the rain in the carriages. Others had moved towards the tower. Others still were dragged away by the uthra, kicking and screaming, while they were acting as wild animals in terrified pain while trying to escape the rain.


    — The torn up soil, showing clear lines where they had tried to claw themselves in with their hands and fingers are proof of this.


    Some of the priests had managed to gather together outside and cast a collection of magical barriers to stay beneath, but the damaging rain ate through these very quickly. Those who had managed to get inside of a carriage, the guards and the cardinals, have had poor luck too, as they had neglected to remember in their haste that the carriages are attached to living beings; the anqas. The large, bipedal birds that pull the constructs along.


    The animals had been out in the rain and were severely wounded and in their just as terrified panic, had scrambled, sprinting away and causing the carriages to crash over into trees and statues and drag along the mud. Some of the anqas had managed to get away. Some of them remain strapped into their reins, their feathers burnt away and their gravely damaged bodies twitching.


    Isaiah lowers itself down to one of the large birds that lays on its side, holding a hand over its breast.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~
          
        


        
          	
            (Isaiah) used: [Minor Heal] on (Anqa)
          
        


        
          	
            Cost: {4} SOUL

          
        


        
          	
            Restored target HP to 23% {13%}

          
        

      
    


    


    The poor bird. Isaiah feels terrible for it. It should heal it some more. This minor spell is weak, but it can cast it a few times.


    People groan and moan all around itself. Isaiah stops, its hand hovering over the anqa as it turns to look at a priestess who is huddled together into a ball in the mud, her hood and sleeves pulled out high. But her hands and body are all still clearly burned.


    — There are dozens just like her, some in better state, some in worse.


    Isaiah looks back down at the anqa.


    It doesn’t have enough magic itself to heal all of them.


    "Red," says Isaiah, lowering its hand back down. Red flies in, looking a bit worn out. She’s losing height as she flies forward, always drifting down towards the ground. "Is the hot-spring working?" it asks. "Bring as many there as you can." It tilts its head. "Are you alright?"


    Red shakes her head. "We’re already ahead of you, chief," she replies. "We squeezed a bunch of them in there, but we can’t fit all of them. It’s at full capacity."


    "Can we upgrade the structure?" asks Isaiah. "We’ll just make a second one. Crystal is fast."


    The uthra dusts herself off, shaking out her arms. "We can’t. Crystal’s burnt. Got some right on his ugly wings. He’s gonna need a while to heal if you don't fix him up." Red looks around herself at the chaos. "I’m busy here."


    "- Green," calls Isaiah off to the side. He’s a good builder. He can take care of it if Crystal is out of action for a while. Isaiah will have to find the uthra to heal him as fast as possible. Crystal is vital for the tower.


    No uthra flies in in response to Isaiah’s call.


    "Green didn’t make it, chief." Isaiah stops, turning back towards Red. She’s hovering there, or doing her best to do so at least, given that she’s also been burnt by the rain. "Sorry."


    "…What?"


    She shakes her head. "Look, I gotta get back to it," she says, pointing over her shoulder. "We have to fix this now, or we’re going to be fucked on a level that I’ve never thought possible." She shakes her head. "It’s almost impressive, really."


    Isaiah reaches out towards her.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~
          
        


        
          	
            (Isaiah) used: [Minor Heal] on (Red)
          
        


        
          	
            Cost: {4} SOUL

          
        


        
          	
            Restored target HP to 77% {67%}

          
        

      
    


    


    "…Thanks," says Red.


    Isaiah shakes its head, watching Red fly off to pull a man out from beneath an overturned carriage. It wishes it could have done more than that tiny, useless heal.


    The entity turns its head, looking down at the large bird it was knelt by, the anqa. Its eyes are closed and they remain that way.


    Has it made a mistake?


    It seems that it has, despite the lessons learned of its past, once again failed to consider the risk involved in sending its companions out into danger. It had used its ‘ascension’ ability to win over the humans, but it had failed to consider the consequences of doing so beyond that point of immediate return.


    Perhaps there are still many lessons left to be learned by the entity known as Isaiah.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Bishop Zacaries Montero] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Male, Bishop
          
        

      
    


    


    The wounded gather together on the road, nesting in the overhanging roofs outside of a healing spring. It has brought much relief to the most grievously wounded amongst them. But there isn’t enough space for everyone.


     


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Bishop Zacaries Montero] ~
          
        


        
          	
            (Bishop Zacaries Montero) used: [Grand Heal] on (Guardsman Otterborn)
          
        


        
          	
            Cost: {16} SOUL

          
        


        
          	
            Restored target HP to 100% {54%}

          
        

      
    


    


    "T- thank you, Bishop," says the man, standing back upright.


    The old man sighs, exhaling as he holds his back and slumps over in turn. Casting any spell, let alone such a big one, really takes a lot out of him these days.


    He looks to the side as a priestess of the tower, a dark-elf in a well-made robe, tends to his own wounded bodyguard, not with magical healing abilities, but with physical items such as bandages and alchemical salves.


    Many of them are running around the area, helping the hurt, righting carriages, carrying off the dead to be examined.


    He lifts his gaze towards the sky.


    "Bishop!" hisses a voice to his side. He doesn’t have to look, he recognizes it as belonging to the cardinal of the northern city. "I warned you that this was folly!" The cardinal leans in. "If not heresy!" he says. The bishop turns his way.


    "The witch has always lived here," he replies. "You know this, cardinal," explains the man. "If I recall, she used to live in your city, no?"


    The cardinal narrows his eyes. "Look around yourself!" he snaps. "Can’t you see what this foolishness has caused?" He points over to the row of bodies being lined up by the tree-line. "We’re lucky it was only this. The gods went lightly on us for this hubris."


    Bishop Zacaries Montero shakes his head. "This wasn’t the work of the gods. It was the work of a witch," he says. "- Or would you confuse the two, cardinal?" he asks, loudly. "Surely not a man of your position?"


    The cardinal falls silent, his face turning sour, as he carefully eyes the area. The hot-springs are full of people and all of them are watching and listening. This isn’t the place. The man in red straightens himself back upright and walks off to his collection of followers.


    The tearing of the land, the witnessing of the great many things they have seen of beauty and resplendent wonder since arriving here, seem so quickly forgotten. But the cardinal of the north is a man of material things, not of faith. He changes his mind, suiting whatever path he finds will be the most lucrative in the end.


    — It seems he is averse now to the idea of a cooperation with the holy dungeon.


    Bishop Zacaries Montero looks over at the many hurt. Some of them agree with his position. Others do not appear to do so, given their expressions. But they remain quiet because of rank and posture.


    This is a problem.


    A divide has been born amongst them. It will spread to the city and then further from there on out. This will only pull itself further apart, if he doesn’t get a hold of the situation soon.


    It could get ugly.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Caeli] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Female, Battle Alchemist
          
        

      
    


    


    Caeli pulls together a bundle of medicinal herbs. The adventurers outside had collected these just before.


    The woman looks around herself at the alchemical laboratory she’s in. The priestess, Rorate, had said she could use this. Caeli still doesn’t really know what her own party's plan is here, other than to bide time until it’s safe to escape to freedom, if such a thing is even ever possible.


    But in the meantime, she can put her skills to use to make some health-potions with this stuff.


    Hell. Maybe she and the other two can even get permission to sell them here? In a little dungeon-kiosk of sorts?


    — Some free samples first, though.


    She begins her work.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Sion] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Elf, Female, Priestess
          
        

      
    


    


    Sion runs around outside, doing her best. She isn’t really strong and she’s a bit on the runty side of things, physically. But she has a lot of soul-points, so she can help get everyone back on their feet.


    She watches as the entity known as Isaiah flies past her, its porcelain body untouched by anything so foul as a witch’s touch.


    — It really has to be divine.


    She looks at the burnt man, lying dead next to herself.


    - For it to not be hurt by such a powerful spell, born of darkness.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Beulah] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Male, Thief
          
        

      
    


    


    "Not sure how I’m really helping here," says Beulah. "Can I go back to the shrine?"


    "No! You can’t go back to the shrine!" snaps the red creature, the uthra. She points at him. "Get back to carrying that body, you freeloader!"


    Beulah sighs, looking at the corpses he’s helping to move out of the way. Bodies don't really bother him. He's seen a lot of bodies in his life. In the backstreets of the city, it isn't uncommon at all.



    - He really would rather be up in the shrine with the shrine-maidens though. The fabric of the windows needs to be replaced and he still has to redo the wooden floors of the entrance.


    Oh well. Maybe this is the price he has to pay to get to be able to do the work he wants to do later on.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah looks around at the mess from above for a moment. It seems to be stabilizing now, an hour later.


    "You have my apologies," says Isaiah. "This was not my intent."


    The bishop shakes his head. "I believe in your message," says the old man. "But the cardinals have lost their faith. I will do what I can, but…"


    Isaiah nods. "I understand. Thank you, Bishop." It looks at the man, not sure what to do now. How do men say goodbye to one another? It hardly remembers. Should it chirp at him?


    No.


    That would be odd.


    Isaiah recalls, stretching out its hand towards him. "I hope to see you once again."


    But the bishop does not see it. His eyes are closed and his head is lowered in a deep, respectful bow.


    "Goodbye, Isaiah," says the bishop. Isaiah quickly pulls its hand back, hiding it. Perhaps such a human gesture would dispel the divine image they have been selling? "I will keep the faith."


    The man steps onto the carriage and Isaiah rises up into the air, its massive wings spreading out wide and receiving still, after everything, many awed gasps and exclamations. It shoots upwards into the air.


    There is little else that it can do down here. But by being higher up, the uthra and all of the dungeon’s inhabitants will be stronger and more capable to work in its stead.


    — Perhaps the lesson learned is that the best thing to do is often nothing at all.

  




  Chapter 46: The burning core


    
      
        
          	
            "No, listen. Hear me out," asks the blue-haired boy. He rubs his lip with the back of his thumb. "What if we just… bricked it shut?" he asks, staring at the dungeon-gate.


            The elf, standing next to him, sighs and shakes her head. "The dungeon? You’re asking me what would happen if we bricked off the dungeon-gate? The whole thing?"


            "Mhm," replies the human boy, nodding.


            The elf tilts her head, wiping a strand of ashy-blonde hair out of her face. "Are you dumb? Did you half-drown in a river and get brain-damaged?" She points at it. "It’d be walled off, obviously. That’s it. Door’s closed. What exactly do you expect to happen?"


            He shrugs in response. "I dunno, I thought like… maybe it would get mad? The dungeon."


            "Uh huh. If that’s what you thought, then why are you asking it out loud, right before we’re about to go inside of it?" she asks, lifting an eyebrow. "If it can hear you and you just made it angry by asking that, I’m going to take it out on you," she warns. The elf turns her head towards the dungeon and grabs the boy by his robe. "We’re not going to wall you up. This brat is an idiot. Feel free to eat him. I don’t care," she says, pointing at him.


            "Hey!" he snaps. The boy points at himself with his thumb. "No dumb dungeon is going to eat Rh-"


            "- Shut it!" she snaps, shaking her head and pulling him inside of the dungeon. "Do you always have to make a scene like this in public? Don’t provoke the dungeon, twerp."


            The two of them vanish into the mist of the instanced dungeon.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ A noted encounter of an odd pair of young adventurers, documented by a self-proclaimed ‘people watcher’, sitting outside of the old dungeon that would later change into what is now called the ‘central beginner’s dungeon’.


    


    


    


    It is odd.


    Isaiah sits on the very-big-tree, fiddling with a leaf as it looks at the uthra’s nests. Its eyes wander back out over the landscape, cheerful and serene. The birds, that had been frightened away by the tearing of the land and then by the witch’s horrible spell, have now returned.


    The sun crests on the horizon and ruby rays shine in over the forest, proving that, despite everything, a new day will always come.


    — This peace. It is… odd.


    


    
      
        
          	
            The [Graveyard] will now summon +1 [WISP]
          
        

      
    


    


    This has been popping up every now and then. Isaiah wonders, what would have happened if it had never made an appearance down below? What if it had just sat here peacefully and let the bishop and his men search and explore on their own.


    — Would they have come to the same conclusion? Perhaps.


    But what is certain, is that the witch, Perchta, would not have been angered and so, many faces more would remain here to feel the glow of the crimson sunrise. One of the last of the early spring.


    It takes two weeks for a clutch of blackbird eggs to hatch.


    It takes two weeks after that for those chicks to become fledglings, capable of flight, in the most rudimentary sense of the word.


    And two weeks after that for them to master the art.


    Being a blackbird was quick and simple. It was just instincts.


    Being a human with a life-path as a paladin was easy. Train as instructed. Worship as instructed. Fight as instructed.


    But being Isaiah, it has no instincts of its own that are not born of either of those old lives and it has no clear instructions.


    Isaiah rises to its feet, dropping the green leaf down to the grass atop the roost of the tower.


    The witch. The gods. All of these creatures just complicate life, don’t they?


    — Perhaps they are more of a problem than a hindrance, no?


    Isaiah stares towards the ruby sunrise, wondering if it is itself, or if it is them.


    Somebody is at fault. Right?


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            Arrival - [Divine Will]
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Whitefeather Harpy] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Class: Minion
          

          	
            Element: HOLY/WIND
          
        


        
          	
            Type: Ambusher
          

          	
            Category: Avian
          
        


        
          	
            Rank: C
          
        


        
          	
            Level: 16
          
        


        
          	
            Harpies are wild half-human, half-bird creatures. They prefer to roost only on very high locations, such as mountainous regions. They ideally prefer to build their precarious nests against flat rock faces and surfaces. Despite being partially human in their appearance, harpies are extremely territorially aggressive and lean more towards avian behavior than anything rationally human.


            White-feather harpies are a specific breed, found only in the backlands beyond the western mountain. Born from eggs that are hatched in a holy spring, they are imbued with this rare element.

          
        


        
          	
            [Shrill Shriek]: A loud, ear-piercing screech that causes any non-monster within 10m to gain status [Disoriented]


            [Talons of Light]: The harpy imbues its rough, sharp talons with holy magic, coating them in a protective layer of it to use as armor. All attacks deal HOLY damage that pierces armor.

          
        


        
          	
            HP: 61/61

          

          	
            SOUL: 29/29
          
        

      
    


    


    A swarm of white-feathered bird-women fly in from the distance, swarming and swooping around the roost.


    It looks like the ability that Isaiah had chosen several days ago has been working in silence the entire time. Honestly, it had forgotten about it. But it seems that these harpies were drawn in by the ability.


    One of them lands on the roost. Isaiah tilts its head, looking at the monster. It is far more ‘normal’ a half-human hybrid than it itself is. If you block out the razor talons and the fluffy legs and the bird-feet, she almost looks like a real human with skin that hints of a life in the outdoors and scraggly hair that has likely never been washed.


    The harpy clicks with her mouth, swaying with her head like an owl as she examines the roost, large, yellow eyes scanning the area.


    Isaiah lifts an eyebrow. "You and your clutch may stay on the outside of the tower," it says. "But not atop it. This is mine." Isaiah shoos the harpy off. The monster hisses and snaps her teeth at Isaiah’s fingers, missing. She then flies off into the air, her flock of several dozen others flying after her.


    Interesting.


    A few wild, flying monsters in the area will keep intruders from climbing up the tower, like the second inspection team had tried to do.


    


    
      
        
          	
            New Area

          
        


        
          	
            ~ [Dungeon] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Floor {48}

          
        


        
          	
            The forty-eighth floor of the tower dungeon. It is currently empty
          
        


        
          	
            Capacity: {98} Monster-Points

          

          	
            Traps: 04
          
        


        
          	
            Monster-Point prices per monster
          
        


        
          	
            F-Rank: 01
          

          	
            E-Rank: 02
          
        


        
          	
            D-Rank: 04
          

          	
            C-Rank: 08
          
        


        
          	
            B-Rank: 16
          

          	
            A-Rank: 32
          
        


        
          	
            S-Rank: 64
          

          	
            SS-Rank: 128
          
        


        
          	
            SSS-Rank: 256
          
        


        
          	
            The next sub-boss/challenge room will be available in {07} floors.


            The next boss arena will be available in {02} floors.

          
        

      
    


    


    Ah, Crystal is back at it already, his injuries have healed well with some magic.


    It should get to work too. There is much to do.


     


    


    


    


    Isaiah stares at the boss of floor twenty. A massive, raging creature, made up out of holy flames. But none of the flames burn. It doesn’t move. It looks like a strange, twitchy, broken mess, as if its presence as a whole were somehow being warped in its shape, rather than any licking tongues of flame.


    "So, uh." Red hovers next to Isaiah. "Do you think the bird thing is going a little far?"


    Isaiah looks back at the boss. "No."


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Dungeon] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Floor {20}

          
        


        
          	
            The Forgotten Phoenix’s Core
          
        


        
          	
            An enclosed, spherical room, made entirely out of metal. A ring-shaped walkway is suspended in the middle of the room with an outward reaching bridge on either side. Broken, massive statues, old weapons, ash and bones all float in the air, suspended in time.

          
        


        
          	
            Capacity: {01} Boss
          
        


        
          	
            [The Forgotten Phoenix]
          
        


        
          	
            Boss room: In order to progress, this boss must be defeated.
          
        


        
          	
            Upon success: Spawns {01} random, high-quality item of a level equal to this floor’s, according to the item drop pool of the boss entity.


            


            Activates a shortcut to use at the entrance, which leads up to this floor.

          
        


        
          	
            Room Effect: [Phoenix Core]: As long as the boss is alive, the walkway will spin around. Any time-frozen items that are touched will return to a normal flow of time and fall down onto the walkway.

          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Forgotten Phoenix] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Rank: C
          
        


        
          	
            Level: 10
          
        


        
          	
            An extremely rare bird. Phoenixes are born of fire and return to it as they die, only to be reborn again.


            This one in particular is trapped in the cycle of reincarnation, a powerful time spell having been cast over it.

          
        


        
          	
            Boss tactics

          
        


        
          	
            Core phase


            The Forgotten Phoenix will freeze wherever it is, the broken time-weaving spell over it taking hold once more. It will be unable to attack, but will also be unable to take damage. Nonetheless, its radiating heat will still scorch the metal chamber.

          
        


        
          	
            Active phase


            The phoenix returns to the flow of time, as if nothing had ever happened. It will prefer to stay at a distance and use long ranged fire attacks on any intruders. But, given the small, shell-like nature of the room, there is not much space to fly away.

          
        


        
          	
            Secret encounter tactic


            Anyone who is debuffed with the tower status [MERCY] will not be viewed as a viable combat target for the phoenix.

          
        


        
          	
            HP: 120/120

          

          	
            SOUL: 100/100
          
        

      
    


    


    "I like it," says Crystal. Isaiah holds out its hand and Crystal lands on it, sitting down. The uthra’s wing is still bad, burnt from the witch’s magic. It makes flying too long difficult for him. "We’re really playing into the whole secret backstory of the tower," explains Crystal. "The adventurers won’t know it, but they’ll piece it all together as they go through. It’s environmental story-telling!"


    Red rolls her eyes. "Whatever."


    Isaiah looks at the phoenix, wavering as a whole, like the flames of a fire.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Beulah] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Male, Thief
          
        

      
    


    


    Beulah hums as he works, replacing another screen wall in the shrine on floor eighteen of the tower. A light comes to the corner of his vision and he turns to look at the teal uthra. It flies in towards him. "Here’s your fabric!" says Teal. "Man, you sure are busy, huh?" asks the entity.


    Beulah nods, taking the new load. "Thanks. What can I say, it’s a full time job."


    "Huh…" Teal floats there for a time. "You know, I bet I could make some kind of fire-proof cloth, actually," it suggests. "That would save a lot of resources and it’d free you up to-"


    "- No, no," says Beulah, shaking his head. "It’s no good," he says, nervously interrupting Teal. "Think about it. The moment a fight happens here, everything will get broken anyways, right?" he asks. "So why use super valuable, magical cloth for that?" asks the man. "I’m sure it would cost more resources than to just keep using this cheap stuff."


    "…Huh…" says the uthra. "You know, I never thought about it like that. I guess you have a point." It nods. "Okay. Keep up the great work!"


    Teal flies off.


    Beulah sighs, lowering his head. That was close. He almost got replaced by some old fire blankets. This is the best job he’s ever had.


    Something rustles behind himself and he turns his head to look.


    A pair of shiny eyes watch him from around the distant corner. A pair of long, fox ears poking out of her head. Seeing that she’s been noticed, the kitsune vanishes back into the shadows.


    Down at his feet lies a little bundle, wrapped in parchment paper.


    He picks it up and opens it.


    — Inside is a pretty rock.


    On the parchment is scrawled, in terrible handwriting, ‘Thank you’.


    He carefully folds the paper together and admires the rock, placing it into his pocket. It’s a good rock.


    It’s nice to be appreciated for your work. This daily prize here is worth more than some gold or some Obols.


    He’s not going to give this gig up.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    "Did you make the stairs?" asks Isaiah, surprised.


    Crystal shakes his head. "No. That would have been really fast," explains the uthra. He points down the road. "The others and I just carried the carriages and the people down back to the ground below ourselves for now. They’re on their way back to the city."


    Isaiah nods.


    "Crystal. Extend the road from the tower. Connect it to the end of our island," it says, pointing towards the human city. "Make it of brick and make it as strong as you have made the tower," it orders. Isaiah holds its hands behind its back, looking out over the horizon. "There will be many humans here soon. Very many. They will need a road."


    "You got it!" says Crystal, flying up into the air.


    Isaiah lifts a hand, stopping him. "- Tomorrow."


    "Huh?" asks Crystal, looking back.


    Isaiah shakes its head, calling over all of the uthra. "We have had ‘a day’, as the humans would say," explains the creature. "We have toiled every day since this began. From now until tomorrow, we will rest," it says. "No work."


    It looks around at the uthra remaining. Most of them are a little marred or worse for the wear. Crystal and Red got the worst of the rain of those remaining. "Once a week, there will be a day of rest and healing from now on," says Isaiah, turning back towards the sun that has now risen, painting the world with a radiant cascade of warmth.


    A flock of birds rises out from the forest canopy below, flying off into its presence.


    "— It is all worth taking the time to admire, while we are still here."

  




  Chapter 47: The day of the blackbird


    
      
        
          	
            The demon-king’s dungeon was the first and only dungeon to ever explicitly seek the destruction of the peoples of the world.


            Most dungeons are content to just live their lives until disturbed, like a hive of bees.


            But the DARK-dungeon was a different beast. It wasn’t just a dungeon, it was a lair, a den of brooding evil in which the greatest threat our forefathers had faced was spawned and then, eventually, destroyed by the true-hero of our era.


            The demon-king and his foulness has all but vanished from our age, as has the hero of that time.


            But a hundred year crisis always looms anew. Watch the underground. If he returns, that’s where his crimson soul will be.


            Down in the dark.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ A side-note found on a section on elements inside of an elven wanderer’s take on dungeons, page twelve.


    


    


    


    Water trickles down the altar, splashing as it strikes against the metal grate on the floors down below. Wood screeches as it rubs against damp stonework, as someone sits down a little too heavily and moves the construct back an inch. Many familiar faces gather in the prayer hall, on floor three of the tower.


    Isaiah looks around itself and then down at the room from its perch, up near the ceiling. The uthra fly around, preparing what is left to set up, before sitting down on nooks and crannies or statues or wherever else they might favor to find a perch.


    Red lands next to Isaiah and sits down there, her legs dangling off of the edge of the overhang.


    Today, there will be no work. The uthra have received strict orders to simply… do nothing today.


    This was very unusual for them. Uthras never get a day off. Then again, neither do blackbirds.


    Humans have long since understood this concept of rest. It is, counter-intuitively, a better way to be productive. Some time of rest will make the remaining days of work be far more fruitful than if one had labored through from start to finish. A day of rest can offer a clear head and an opportunity to take care of the things that really ought to be taken care of.


    Everyone is here.


    Rorate looks around and then nods, stepping forward to the front of the altar and welcoming everyone.


    "Welcome, everyone," says the dark-elf priestess of the tower. Water flows behind her, trickling down the altar and down over the small head of the statue place there atop of it. A statue carved in the image of a person who is not here today. "Thank you for coming. Today, we’re here to depart from Green." She gestures to the pews. "Let us begin."


    Burying the dead is important, yes. This is why the graveyard was one of the first constructs of the tower. But remembering them, honoring them, understanding that they are a presence that is now missing and really digesting that for a time is perhaps more important.


    The dead do not long for dignity.


    If anything, they long to return.


    And if this can not be achieved, they would at least long to be remembered.


    It sounds dumb, but Isaiah hopes that Green can be a blackbird next time around.


    — He would enjoy it.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Irascaris] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Male, Lancer
          
        

      
    


    


    It is later in the day.


    Irascaris sits in the small room they’re living in, atop the tower. He isn’t exactly great with heights, but you get used to it quickly. As long as you don’t look over the edge and you forget to notice the swaying sensation of the massive structure beneath oneself.


    He sighs, letting his shoulders droop as the others walk in to their little house.


    It’s honestly… not terrible. It’s a white-stone, brickwork structure. The walls are solid and thick and the interior is warm and coated with many soft rugs and fabrics. The furniture is beyond what they could ever hoped to afford in their old lives. Hell, even just a room of their own like this.


    Sure, the adventurers' guild is okay, if you want to indebt yourself for the room there.


    But…


    He looks around himself.


    This is a luxury that ‘F’ and ‘D’ rank adventurers like themselves could never even dream of.


    Caeli sighs and sits down at their small table and Domi follows suit.


    The three of them sit there in silence for a while.


    "So?" asks Irascaris. The others don’t say anything, but look his way. "What’s the plan?" he asks. "Are we leaving, or…?"


    They look at each other.


    Before the witch’s attack on the tower, while the delegation of the bishop and the rest of the church was here, they had managed to sneak in a word and get their names cleared by explaining the situation. None of them are wanted anymore. They’re free to leave the tower and to return to their old lives or to do whatever else pleases their hearts, honestly.


    "My jaw still hurts from that old bread," says Caeli, leaning back on her chair. "We ate fish today," she explains, looking up towards the ceiling. "I haven’t had fish since my birthday, three years ago."


    "Yesterday there was that berry-tart thing," says Domi.


    "Yeah!" says Caeli excitedly, the legs of her chair falling back down to the floor as she leans in to the table. "Man. That was good."


    "What do you think that costs in the city?" asks Domi.


    The room is silent.


    "More than we have free to waste in a month," replies Irascaris. He lifts his hand. "…I think I’d like to stay here for a while."


    Caeli lifts her hand. "I’m in. If worse comes to worse, we can always leave. But we might as well stay for now, right?" she asks. "Besides… the beds are nice too…" She looks over at her bed in the other corner of the room.


    "And we don’t have to take turns, since we each have our own," says Domi, sighing. He lifts his hand. "Okay. I’m up for staying here too."


    The three of nod and then sigh again, leaning back on their comfortable chairs.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Scion] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Elf, Female, Priestess
          
        

      
    


    


    Scion looks around herself, not really sure what to do.


    In all honesty, despite today being a declared ‘day off’, she just has sort of been wandering the tower this whole time. Isaiah told her to take as long as she wants to familiarize herself with the structure and she feels like she’s done that.


    But now what?


    The elf wanders to the roost, heading into the second hot-springs atop the tower.


    She looks around herself. Several of the glowing lights are here, sitting on the edge of the basin. The largest one, which is about the size of a small child, the red one, sits half-submerged in the hot water.


    — Everyone turns to look at her as she steps inside and she freezes in an awkward moment of not really knowing what to do.


    "See?" asks Red, pointing at her. "This one doesn’t drown all the time. I told you it’s not an elf-thing!" She shakes her head. "That doesn’t even make any sense. Why would all elves drown all the time?"


    Black shrugs. "I dunno. It made sense to me," replies the uthra.


    Red nods her head, looking back towards Scion. "Well? Are you coming in or not?" she asks, waving Scion over.


    "Uh, I…"


    "It’s fine. Water’s hot," says Red, leaning back. "Just watch where you step. Teal is around here somewhere, I think. He blends in."


    Scion, too far in the situation to walk away with extreme awkwardness now, nods and gives in.


    A hot-bath isn’t so bad, honestly. The water is nice and it relieves a lot of the deep tension she feels behind her shoulders and the uthra, she finds, are surprisingly easy for her to talk to.


    She isn’t good at talking to people. But maybe, because these aren’t ‘people’ in the normal sense of the word, it’s easier?


    Scion isn’t sure if that makes sense. But she doesn't want to worry about it.


    — Isaiah had specifically asked her not to worry.


    So she won’t. At least not for today.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Bishop Zacaries Montero] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Male, Bishop
          
        

      
    


    


    The bishop walks, playing with a golden coin in his hands as he stares at the floors, lost in thought.


    The glint of the midday light catches the token in his fingers and shines with a reflective glint into his eyes.


    He stops his pacing and looks at the gift that he and everyone else had been given. A token of pilgrimage. It is made of gold and embedded with iconography of the tower and Isaiah. Words of the old scriptures are etched into the rims of the metal, carved by a craftsmanship that is too perfect to belong to any mortal or any mold made by a person’s hands.


    Isaiah.


    He turns his gaze out to look out through the open terrace windows, down towards the city below.


    For him, the matter is clear.


    The will of the gods has made itself seen to them, now, finally. But the cardinals are not all on board with this.


    His eyes run past the city, towards the tower that sits in the distant horizon, growing higher and higher. People no longer whisper of it. They now speak in excitement and wonder and many others of them speak in fear.


    The gods returning means a shift in life.


    For generations, people have lived comfortably, barring the usual one-hundred year crisis which is due sooner or later. The return of the godly powers of the world would however, disrupt that normality.


    — Interesting times are often unwanted by those who experience them.


    He had done his best upon their return to speak to the people and to encourage them to share their faith with the tower. Many had heeded his words and began preparations for a pilgrimage to prove their faith. But many others are unsure and many more listen to the disparaging words of the cardinal of the northern city.


    Isaiah. Why has it come now? What makes this generation, this era so special that the gods would set things into motion once more? What is it that he and the scholars of the world have all missed, as if they were staring at a magnificent artwork with a naive child’s eyes?


    He fumbles with the coin in his fingers, praying that he isn’t wrong.


    — He has to keep the faith.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Rorate] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Dark-Elf, Female, Fighter
          
        

      
    


    


    Rorate sits by the water’s edge, down by the river where she prays, or at least pretends to do so. She hopes Isaiah will forgive her for this deceit. But it is her only option. With her eyes closed and her hands clasped, Rorate sits with a lowered head.


    The gentle babbling of the river is disturbed by a gentle splash.


    The dark-elf peeks open with a single eye, catching the face that looks out of the river her way.


    Seeing that she sees it, the shy melusine shoots back down beneath the surface of the river and vanishes.


    Rorate yelps, leaning in. "Wait!" she calls after the shadow, vanishing down below the water. Her hand hovers there for a time, but it doesn’t reappear. She frowns, her ears drooping.


    "Told you," says Teal, patting her on the back. "They’re super shy."


    "I guess you’re right, Te-te," says Rorate, a little let down.


    Teal points over to the hot-spring. "I’m gonna join the others in the spring upstairs, okay? You should come too!" The uthra flies off, leaving Rorate sitting there, staring at her reflection in the water.


    It is quiet for a time.


    The top half of a face appears below herself, breaking her reflection and staring up her way. Long hair sticking down it in heavy, wet strands.


    Rorate smiles. "Sorry about pretending to pray," she says. "But I wanted to get your attention. Please don’t eat me, okay?"


    The melusine narrows its eyes in suspicion, lowering itself somewhat lower, half of its eyes vanishing beneath the river.


    "I just wanted to say thanks," says Rorate. "You saved me twice, after all." She shakes her head. "The first time, after I landed in the river from the top of the tower, after I jumped and then the second time when I came back to cross it." She rubs her hair. "I really owe you. Do you want to… I dunno, hang out?"


    — The melusine vanishes beneath the river.


    Rorate yelps and reaches after it, her heart drooping in defeat.


    She stares for a moment at the babbling river, receiving no greater response than the sound of trickling water. Oh well. At least she tried, right? At least she extended her thanks.


    Knowing that she should be satisfied with that, Rorate rises to her feet and purses her lips, nodding to the river, before turning to leave.


    The water splashes again and a hand pops out, holding a wet hair brush towards her. The melusine tilts her head, showing Rorate her long, tangled hair, mixed in with muck from the river and strands of water plants. Rorate beams. "Do you need help?" she asks. The melusine nods.


    The dark-elf sits down and takes the brush, the melusine warily watching her, before turning around and swimming closer to the embankment.


    "So," starts Rorate, sitting herself down with the brush in hand as she starts picking some gunk out of her new friend’s hair. "Do you think you can teach me to swim some time?"


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah flies up in the sky, for no other purpose than because it wants to.


    The dungeon’s territory is large enough to allow for some comfortable flying and, while it is unable to explore the whole world, it is able to see at least a reasonable piece of it.


    Tomorrow, the work on the tower will continue. Tomorrow, new problems will arise, as will new opportunities.


    But neither of those things are worth thinking about today.


    It shoots up into the air, rising at the same time as a family of fledgling blackbirds breaches the trees in the distance.


    It can not fly near to them without startling them.


    But this is good enough.


    — Close, but still somehow far away from another, Isaiah and the blackbirds fly.

  




  Chapter 48: The rush of spring


    
      
        
          	
            Dungeons come in many flavors.


            Often, a dungeon will specialize itself. We assume that this is defined by their circumstances of birth, as would a person receive the color of their hair or the shape of their mouth.


            For example, there are FIRE dungeons, that field an array of FIRE based monsters and traps and the thematic design of the dungeon usually will fit to this, commonly with themes of caves and volcanoes and dragon’s lairs.


            Or the NATURE dungeons of the world, which are found in deep forest groves and hidden away in beautiful grottoes.


            This is the same for people too.


            A caster will usually follow one, single school of magic and devote their lives to it. In this, we are the same as dungeons.


            However, people don’t just have their class that they’ve chosen, their primary profession. Everyone also has the possibility of taking on a so-called ‘sub-class’, which is a secondary set of skills that a person attempts to master.


            Common examples to see are fighters with the sub-class ‘field-medic’, druids with the sub-class ‘herbalist’. Oftentimes, adventurers will also take crafting sub-classes, such as blacksmithing, in order to make their own repairs and equipment during their dungeoneering.


            Much the same, a dungeon can also have a sub-element.


            A FIRE dungeon can sub-specialize in something that is not FIRE.


            An ICE dungeon can sub-specialize in something that is not ICE.


            We do not know where this system begins and where it ends, as we can only explain what we have seen with our eyes. But it seems that dungeon-cores are just as adaptable as any person is.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ Excerpt from Barnatus Barnacious’ Big Book of Dungeons


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Salvator] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Elf, Male, Wizard (Wind)
          
        

      
    


    


    The stones rumble beneath his feet from the pressure of the downforce, as the man stands there, his staff in hand. Black hair billows in the powerful gales that collect around himself. He widens his stance to ready himself for the impact to come.


    — A deafening screech fills the air, causing him to fight his instinctive reflexes to wince and shut his eyes, as the massive shadow crashes down into the bridges. A shockwave erupts out, the stone walkways quivering like the pulsating veins of a sprinting body as the force of the wind rushes against him.


    The boss, a giant, monstrous bird that is easily the size of an adult dragon, lands on the platforms. Its feathers are riled and stiff, its eyes glow with animal violence. Its massive talons wrap around the crumbling stone bridges, causing pieces of them to break off and fall down the slanted roof below themselves.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Garuda {☠️}) has entered: [Phase {2}](Ground Phase)
          
        

      
    


    


    It hunkers down, pressing its massive body forward past the gigantic bell in the center of the tower. "Now!" cries Salvator. Wind presses through the open arena, wildly blowing strands of hairs of many colors as his party makes their move.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Salvator) has used: [BOOST: Swiftness]
          
        


        
          	
            Applied Status: [BOOST: Swiftness] to (Quare)(Maorore)(Consumeris)(Noli)
          
        


        
          	
            + 25% DEX for 120 Seconds
          
        

      
    


    


    His group charges towards the boss, using their enhanced dexterity to cross the gaps between the broken bridges, jumping across and over them.


    This is the run. He can feel it.


    They’ve been after this boss for a week now and died every time so far. But this is it. Today’s the day.


    Salvator runs on forward, wind collecting around his staff as they all move in to make their shots, before the ground phase ends.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            NEW - (HOLY) ABILITY -


            [Grand Icon]{Passive}

          
        


        
          	
             When the name of Isaiah is uttered outside of the dungeon’s territory, the tower will passively receive EXPERIENCE. The further away this happens, the larger the gain of EXPERIENCE.
          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah nods. It had a very wide array of abilities to choose from after the fight with Perchta. But after thinking about it, this one makes the most sense to take. The tower is undeniably growing in popularity. The tokens of pilgrimage are being seeded into the hands of adventurers, as they were given to the bishop and his following.


    Prayers drip into the tower like water filling a basin.


    Adventurers have set up camp outside in tents and have begun harvesting the dungeon. The strongest group of them makes it up to the boss on floor ten regularly, but they have yet to beat Garuda. They seem to be trying again right now though.


    Isaiah wishes them luck.


    — Nothing against Garuda. But it would be interesting to see the humans finally try to break through the higher floors that are yet untested. In a way, it’s almost like a game at this point.


    It hopes the bishop will be able to sell its message well to the people of the city.


    "Hey, chief," says a voice. Red. Isaiah turns to look at her. "Whatever happened to that ‘dungeon sub-specialization’ you got?" she asks. "Remember? With all of the level-ups from the second inspection team?"


    Isaiah nods and then swipes away the menu. "In truth, I have been unsure of it," it says. "I was meaning to ask you, but I never managed."


    "What? You mean you don’t know what it is?" she asks, landing on a branch, her legs dangling off.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Pilgrimage] ~

          
        


        
          	
            The tower gains ambient magic from the arrival of strangers.

          
        


        
          	
            +09 EXP

          
        


        
          	
            EXP: 2889/2950
          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah shakes its head.


    Red spins a finger. "You know how we’re a holy-themed dungeon?" she asks. Isaiah nods. "Well it means you can pick a second thing, to spice life up a little. Another element."


    "No! No! No!" pipes in a voice from the side. Crystal flies in. Red rolls her eyes. "We can’t take another element. We have to stick with the holy-theme!" he says, crossing his arms. "The entire aesthetic of the tower will be ruined if we take something else." He looks towards Isaiah. "We should sub-specialize in a holy sub-element, instead of something completely different."


    Red looks around. "…So, were you working? Or were you just hiding here to eavesdrop?"


    "Architectural decisions shouldn’t be made so lightly!" says Crystal. "It’s important! Our image is everything."


    Red sighs. "You take this too seriously," says the uthra. She lifts her hands behind her head and leans back against the trunk of the tree, crossing her legs. "Let’s take something fun like fire and then just… set the entire outside of the tower on fire."


    "Absolutely not!" argues Crystal. He begins going onto a whole tangent about how the tower is already built into different sections with different elements. By taking an external element, like fire or water or lightning as the tower’s sub-specialization, it would throw the entire balance of the tower off, as its meant to represent everything.


    "…So what you’re saying is that we should take ‘dark’, then?" asks Red.


    Crystal gasps. "That’s not what I’m saying at all!" he says. "We can’t do that! Dark is what the demon-king used for his dungeon!"


    Red waves him off. "It’s fine. Don’t be a baby."


    Isaiah listens to the two of them continue their arguments for a while.


    It is certainly something worth thinking about. A big decision.


    Their arguments are interrupted by a sound, unusual for this time of day; the ringing of the bell.


    They look at each other and Isaiah closes its eyes, looking into the eyes of a statue.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Salvator] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Elf, Male, Wizard (Wind)
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Shortcut Unlocked]{Floor 11}
          
        

      
    


    


    His chest heaves, sweat and blood dripping down his face and his shaking hands.


    — They did it.


    Salvator’s fingers tremble, his body shaking as he does his best to hold on.


    — He did it.


    The others all died during the fight. But they finally killed the boss. He got the last spell off and it died. A week. It took them a week and just as many deaths as days. But they did it. This place is brutal. He's never seen a dungeon like it. Every floor starting from floor one already is simply ridiculous in its difficulty. It took them a full day to figure out the slime and the golem fight by the entrance.


    The man laughs, his chest aching and his feet kicking as he dangles freely in the air, hanging off of a broken bridge with the last of his remaining strength. He can’t pull himself up anymore.


    He looks over his shoulder, down towards the very, very distant ground.


    It’s fine, right?


    It’s not like he’ll die.


    Salvator exhales, fighting off the last of his instincts as he lets go of the bridge and plummets to the ground.


    


    


    


    Salvator flies out of the dungeon-gate. Four other people are violently flung out, as if booted out of a tavern by a doorman. They all land in a jumbled heap on top of one another.


    After a moment to collect themselves, they rise to their feet and start laughing.


    "We did it!" calls Noli, their group archer. She waves out to the other adventurers down in their camps. "We beat the boss!"


    "We’re the first ones!" cheers the party tank.


    Salvator stumbles, wheezing as something strikes him in his back. There is a loud thud and the five of them turn around to look at a treasure chest that has been thrown out of the dungeon-gate. It is adorned with an ornate trim, covered in the markings of a boss-chamber.


    They look at each other and then down towards it.


    Is it their drop for beating the boss?


    — Now the other adventurers down in the camps are more interested, perhaps having needed some proof that is more tangible than words and claims.


    Salvator bends down and opens it.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Rare)[Boss-Core {Garuda’s Feather}] x 5

          
        


        
          	
            A powerful core of magical energies. This feather can be used as a powerful crafting ingredient. It will imbue intense magical properties of WIND into whatever item is made from itself.

          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 0.1kg
          

          	
            Value: 500 Obols
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Rare)[The Calling Bell] x 1

          
        


        
          	
            An ornate, metal bell, engraved with the detailed, beautiful imagery of the grand-tower of Isaiah. It shines with a calm, silvery hue and has the chiming tone of a spring bird’s song.

          
        


        
          	
            Effect: While inside the tower, ring once to summon the spirit of a holy-priestess to assist you for the duration of 1 hour.

          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 0.8 kg
          

          	
            Value: 890 Obols
          
        

      
    


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    "You’re too soft, chief," says Red, shaking her head as they look down off of the side of the tower, towards the very distant ground below where people are having a wild celebration of this latest achievement. "It’s all fun and games now. But later on, when they’re trying to kill us again, you’re gonna regret this whole ‘mercy’ and ‘fair rewards’ thing."


    "Perhaps," says Isaiah. "But I have a soft spot for it, though," says the entity.


    "’It’?" asks Red. "What’s ‘it’?"


    "- Growth," answers Isaiah. "They’re still young, Red," it says, gesturing towards the group down below. "I find that I like to watch them grow."


    "Yeah?" asks the uthra. "That’s the best time to kill them, when they’re young. They learn, boss. Fast. Don’t take this so lightly."


    Isaiah looks at Red and then nods. "Perhaps you are right, Red," says Isaiah. "I will control myself. But we must maintain good relations for as long as possible." It rises up to its feet and flaps its wings, flying into the air. There is work to do inside of the dungeon. There are many rooms that need to be designed and many monsters that need to be summoned. "The days are good now. But they will not remain so forever."


    Red nods, looking at Crystal. The two of them seem to have put their arguments to the side for now.


    "Let us get back to work," says Isaiah. A choice on the sub-specialization has yet to be made. It needs more time to think. After the mishap of the ascension and its self-identified tendency to make choices too hastily, without considering the consequences, it seems wise to at least take this decision carefully.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [The Humming Man] ~

          
        


        
          	
            ???, Male, Chronomancer
          
        

      
    


    


    He hums as he works, fiddling around his home to arrange things just as they need to be.


    The humming man stops and looks over his shoulder for a moment. Noticing something, he casually walks towards a window and pulls it open and then returns to his work.


    He grabs a feather-duster and begins dusting off his latest token, the sun-dial that he had gotten from the tower, before moving on to the other commodities of his trade.


    The tower is an interesting development.


    Strangely enough, it was something that even he hadn’t expected. Things of this nature are rare. Usually, as a chronomancer, he’s very in touch with the happenings of the world that are and those that will be. Although, an exception is to be made here for things such as the magic of a witch, which works outside of the traditional rules of the cosmic-system that governs the world.


    But the tower isn’t related to the witch. They’re just neighbors. The world is a small place, he supposes.


    He bends down, picking up an old book that had fallen to the ground. An insect that had been hiding in its shadow flies up and into the air and then immediately shoots out of the window that had been opened before.


    The humming man shuts it after the bug and looks out through the glass, down at the city below and towards the tower that rises up in the distance, cutting into the sky.


    He has made all the adjustments that he needs to make for his plan to work, for the moment.


    Now, it is just a matter of time.
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The main genres that I write in are litRPG-fantasy, action, adventure, romance, tragedy, horror and slice-of-life. I seriously vibe with religious and occult overtones mixed in with super obscure story concepts. °( ~ )°

Thanks for taking an interest! Because of supportive readers like yourself, I can keep following my socially unacceptable dream! (I'm going to become the wizard-king.)

- Always open for feedback!

        

    
	    
	      
	      Read more at D.M. Rhodes’s site.
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js/kobo.js
var gPosition = 0;
var gProgress = 0;
var gCurrentPage = 0;
var gPageCount = 0;
var gClientHeight = null;

const kMaxFont = 0;

function getPosition()
{
	return gPosition;
}

function getProgress()
{
	return gProgress;
}

function getPageCount()
{
	return gPageCount;
}

function getCurrentPage()
{
	return gCurrentPage;
}

/**
 * Setup the columns and calculate the total page count;
 */

function setupBookColumns()
{
	var body = document.getElementsByTagName('body')[0].style;
	body.marginLeft = 0;
	body.marginRight = 0;
	body.marginTop = 0;
	body.marginBottom = 0;
	
    var bc = document.getElementById('book-columns').style;
    bc.width = (window.innerWidth * 2) + 'px !important';
	bc.height = (window.innerHeight-kMaxFont) + 'px !important';
    bc.marginTop = '0px !important';
    bc.webkitColumnWidth = window.innerWidth + 'px !important';
    bc.webkitColumnGap = '0px';
	bc.overflow = 'visible';

	gCurrentPage = 1;
	gProgress = gPosition = 0;
	
	var bi = document.getElementById('book-inner').style;
	bi.marginLeft = '0px';
	bi.marginRight = '0px';
	bi.padding = '0';

	gPageCount = document.body.scrollWidth / window.innerWidth;

	// Adjust the page count to 1 in case the initial bool-columns.clientHeight is less than the height of the screen. We only do this once.2

	if (gClientHeight < (window.innerHeight-kMaxFont)) {
		gPageCount = 1;
	}
}

/**
 * Columnize the document and move to the first page. The position and progress are reset/initialized
 * to 0. This should be the initial pagination request when the document is initially shown.
 */

function paginate()
{	
	// Get the height of the page. We do this only once. In setupBookColumns we compare this
	// value to the height of the window and then decide wether to force the page count to one.
	
	if (gClientHeight == undefined) {
		gClientHeight = document.getElementById('book-columns').clientHeight;
	}
	
	setupBookColumns();
}

/**
 * Paginate the document again and maintain the current progress. This needs to be used when
 * the content view changes size. For example because of orientation changes. The page count
 * and current page are recalculated based on the current progress.
 */

function paginateAndMaintainProgress()
{
	var savedProgress = gProgress;
	setupBookColumns();
	goProgress(savedProgress);
}

/**
 * Update the progress based on the current page and page count. The progress is calculated
 * based on the top left position of the page. So the first page is 0% and the last page is
 * always below 1.0.
 */

function updateProgress()
{
	gProgress = (gCurrentPage - 1.0) / gPageCount;
}

/**
 * Move a page back if possible. The position, progress and page count are updated accordingly.
 */

function goBack()
{
	if (gCurrentPage > 1)
	{
		gCurrentPage--;
		gPosition -= window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Move a page forward if possible. The position, progress and page count are updated accordingly.
 */

function goForward()
{
	if (gCurrentPage < gPageCount)
	{
		gCurrentPage++;
		gPosition += window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Move directly to a page. Remember that there are no real page numbers in a reflowed
 * EPUB document. Use this only in the context of the current document.
 */

function goPage(pageNumber)
{
	if (pageNumber > 0 && pageNumber <= gPageCount)
	{
		gCurrentPage = pageNumber;
		gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Go the the page with respect to progress. Assume everything has been setup.
 */

function goProgress(progress)
{
	progress += 0.0001;
	
	var progressPerPage = 1.0 / gPageCount;
	var newPage = 0;
	
	for (var page = 0; page < gPageCount; page++) {
		var low = page * progressPerPage;
		var high = low + progressPerPage;
		if (progress >= low && progress < high) {
			newPage = page;
			break;
		}
	}
		
	gCurrentPage = newPage + 1;
	gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;
	window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
	updateProgress();		
}

//Set font family
function setFontFamily(newFont) {
	document.body.style.fontFamily = newFont + " !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets font size to a relative size
function setFontSize(toSize) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.fontSize = toSize + "em !important";
	//To prevent 1 page chapters from not reflowing to additional pages when increasing the font size:
	if (toSize > 1) {
		gClientHeight = document.getElementById('book-columns').clientHeight;
	}
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets line height relative to font size
function setLineHeight(toHeight) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.lineHeight = toHeight + "em !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Enables night reading mode
function enableNightReading() {
	document.body.style.backgroundColor = "#000000";
	var theDiv = document.getElementById('book-inner');
	theDiv.style.color = "#ffffff";
	
	var anchorTags;
	anchorTags = theDiv.getElementsByTagName('a');
	
	for (var i = 0; i < anchorTags.length; i++) {
		anchorTags[i].style.color = "#ffffff";
	}
}
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