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  Chapter 97: The Star on the Horizon


  
    


    
      
        
          	
            Magical imprinting.


            Natural ambient magics are present all around us at any time of our lives, whether at home or in the deepest dungeons of the world. Each living creature releases from itself a constant flux of light – magical radiation. This radiation stains a place over time, imbuing it with properties that may be considered magical to an extent. Some places in particular have been touched by magic influences in eras past, allowing them to become something unique that we call a ‘high magic zone’, one of the few remaining places in our world that is rich and flush with ambient magics at an otherwise unheard of level.


            This release of magical energies from a person does not only apply to places, however. It also applies to the people they touch and interact with. The magic of a smile, of a warm gesture is as real as a cast fireball or a blessing in a magical sense. An interaction, a spark, takes place between a pair of souls, sending out magical residues that influence the way we feel about this other person, who has touched our deepest core for only a brief moment.


            This, of course, applies to negative interactions as well.


            Very importantly, objects can be affected in this way, too. Blessed swords have come into being, not through the work of smiths but by simply being crude blades held in the hands of those with virtuous intent.


            Our ability to change the things we touch is very, very real. Every coin you hold in your fingers, every page of a book, every leather strap of a rein absorbs a little of the passive ambient magics from your own body.


            Be mindful of your disposition, as your mood may very well affect the outcome of your current efforts, even if on an infinitesimally small scale.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ A sorcerer’s guide to magic for the uninitiated, chapter one.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Elpol] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Elf, Female, Merchant
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Southern-City, The Wishing-Well behind the Dungeon
          
        

      
    


    


    "I just want to finally be loved," whispers the woman beneath her breath, the coin shimmering in the moonlight as it flies through the lonesome air, catching a glint of pale luminescence as it spins down towards the water of the wishing-well.


    A soft splash fills the night.


    A ripple emanates outward from the coin as it sinks down to the bottom of the fountain, leaving a trail of small bubbles clinging loosely to its edge for a time, before finally releasing to rise to the surface, letting the metal clink down against the cold stonework below by itself.


    It’s a simple wish, isn’t it?


    It’s a wish that hundreds, if not thousands, of people have made here at this exact, very fountain over the years, each person forming it in their own particular, peculiar way. In a sense, it may be the most common wish made at the wishing-well. Whether the wish made is for warm company, great wealth, or the treasures of incredible power, at the end of the night, it all boils down to the simple, clear desire to belong, to be accepted, understood, and wanted. It is a problem that, in a city of several hundred thousand, seemingly just as many people struggle with in their own ways.


    Not all of them find their way to the fountain. But some do.


    As she has done for nights before this one, the woman lowers her hands from her chest, which had been held in a form of pseudo-prayers, as she heads back home after another day of hard work.


    And as she goes, she’s entirely unaware of the silhouette watching her from the alley, breathing heavily, holding the knife against its chest as the man’s eyes never leave her for an instant, fixated, wide, as he stares in true love at his treasure.


    He leaves the shadows, walking after her in the night.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Barnamen] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Male, Fighter
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Southern-City, The Dungeon
          
        

      
    


    


    Barnamen kicks the goblin back, the small creature dying as its head strikes the rocks behind itself. The little monster falls down at a sickly angle, lying motionless on the ground.


    The man sighs, looking around the floor.


    This dungeon is such a hard-ass. There’s never any loot. He’s sure the dungeon goes far out of its way to be a hardass about item drops and treasure chests. Forget any of the monsters dropping money. The only way to make a living is by harvesting the monsters for their parts, but even that seems to have been calculated by the ‘cheap’ dungeon, as it has a particular knack for fielding monsters like goblins that just don’t have much value to harvest to begin with.


    He sighs, looking down at the goblin.


    Goblin canine teeth are the only things worth taking. Each goblin has four, and they’re worth about four obols each on a good day. It’s a start, but it’s never going to be enough to pay back their debts to the adventurers’ guild.


    "So?" asks his party member. "You gonna throw another coin in the fountain tonight?" she asks, laughing. "Maybe just throw one of the teeth in to save yourself the time."


    Annoyed, he looks at her. "When I strike it big and you don’t, I’m not giving you a cut."


    "Come on," she replies, laughing and nudging him with her elbow. "I’d look out for you. This goblin’s yours. Hurry up so we can keep going."


    "Bullshit," he replies, bending down to loot the goblin. They take turns pulling out the teeth and keeping them. "You’d leave me high and dry the first chance you get."


    She shrugs, leaning back against the wall. "Everyone has to look out for number one."


    He sighs, shaking his head as he flops the goblin over, yanking its mouth open. "Have you ever considered that the world is the way it is because of people with that attitu-" He stops.


    "What?" she asks. "Does it have bad breath?" laughs the woman. "Come on. I want to finish up soo-" She stops, looking down at the goblin’s open mouth.


    Its canine teeth are plated with what looks like gold.


    "No way!" says the woman, dropping down to look.


    "Hey, take a step back," he says, holding out an arm to block her. "This is my goblin."


    "What?!" She points at it. "This isn’t a normal goblin. Treasure-chest rules apply."


    He points at her. "Like hell they do!" argues the man. "This one is mine. If the next one has gold too, that’s yours. Those are the rules."


    She swipes his hand away. "What a load of crap!" She points at it. "Two each."


    The man points at himself. "This is clearly my wish coming true. Not so funny now, is it?" he asks mockingly.


    "Get a grip. That crap isn’t real. Scoot," she demands, budging in. The man pushes her back, and she falls to her side, getting back up and then jumping at him.


    The two of them get into a fight.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Mauve] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Uthra, Female, Worker {06}
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Island, Farm on the North-Eastern Edge
          
        

      
    


    


    "Magical farming is a dirty business, I reckon," explains Mauve, the uthra, sitting back on a creaky chair with her muddy feet kicked up over an overturned, empty barrel. "Not somethin’ for you tower-folk," she says. "With all your fancy stonework and showers."


    Red stands there. "…Mauve. You’re not a farmer," replies the uthra dryly. "You’re barely sentient."


    Mauve lifts the brim of her straw-hat, staring at Red. After a moment, she pulls the spit back into her throat and hucks it off to the side. "Big words for a city-girl standing in my fields," replies Mauve.


    Red sighs, rubbing the bridge of her nose. "Mauve," she starts. "Don’t you think you’re getting a little too into this act?" she asks, before thinking for a moment. Red lifts her hands. "Actually, you know what? Forget it. I don’t care," says the lead uthra. "I’m just here because Isaiah wants to know if everything is going well with the crops," she explains again. "Monsters in the tower need to eat," she says. "Ideally, produce, apparently." Red shrugs. "Seems like a waste when there are so many humans around to feed them with, but here we are."


    Mauve adjusts the brim of her hat, chewing on a long stalk of wheat in her mouth. "Told you. Farming is dirty business."


    Red looks at her, annoyed. "What does that mean, Mauve?"


    "Varmints," replies Mauve, dryly.


    "...What?"


    The farmer-uthra nods. "There are varmints in them there fields, I reckon," she explains. "Eating all my crops."


    Red stares at her and then turns her head, looking at the perfectly sterile, quiet, and calm fields in which not a single varmint, monster, or any other problem is to be seen. After a moment, she looks back at Mauve, shaking her head and holding her hands out in quiet exasperation.


    "There isn’t anything there, Mauve."


    Mauve narrows her eyes, her hands folded over her stomach as her thumbs twiddle. "You city folk don’t got a clue," says the uthra. "There’re varmints in that dirt. I'm telling ya."


    "Whatever," replies Red, waving her off and rolling her eyes. "This is your problem. I’m telling Isaiah everything is fine."


    "If you reckon."


    Mauve sits there, the chair creaking beneath her as she stares at the fields, the winds blowing over the crops. This is fun. She likes being a farmer.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Countess Avoria] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Female, Pure-Bred Elf, Noble (Countess)
          
        


        
          	
            Location: High in the Air, Just North of the island
          
        

      
    


    


    It has been days.


    She’s been running for days and nights, sleeping aloft in the air, suspended on the magical bridge that shimmers in the starlight, as if she were cradled like a feather held in the hand of god.


    Her elegant gown has become ripped by her misuse of it, that being engaging in any sort of real physical activity at all. Her skin, pale as winter’s snow from being locked in the castle for most of her life, is red like a cherry from the sunburn she has gotten, even now in autumn. Her feet ache, and she hasn’t had anything to eat since her escape, her stomach, spoiled by a life of regal decadence, complains noisily.


    However, Avoria continues on along the endless bridge, never having lost sight of the pinprick in the distance. After many days, the light became brighter and clearer, and the star that is the tower of Isaiah came into focus. She can see the island now — a massive landmass, a kingdom of heaven that quite literally has ascended in physical form from the world below.


    The soldiers who had been pursuing her below, down on the distant ground, continue their efforts but are unable to get close to her and have now themselves run into difficulty. The landmass has changed. Now, instead of hills, forests, and roads, down below on the ground below the island is an encampment. It looks empty. It looks like hundreds, if not thousands, of tents and shelters that have been left behind, as if all of their inhabitants had just gotten up and left, wandering off without a trace.


    She can’t help but assume that they are there too, just ahead of her, having been beckoned to Isaiah much the same as she herself has.


    She’s so close now.


    The air around her flows, the starlight night shining with such haunting intensity tonight, as if the stars themselves were watching with excitement the happenings of the world down below.


    As she runs, she can’t help but notice that the bridge on the edge of her vision seems to come to an end, shortly before reaching the island. At first she assumes it is simply an illusion, a trick of the night and her exhaustion, but as she approaches, never slowing down, she sees that indeed it is simply not there anymore.


    There is an empty gap between the end of the bridge and the island.


    Terror fills her heart at the prospect. What could this mean? Surely Isaiah wouldn’t just bring her all this way, let her run all of this way just to mock her, just to dash her hopes and dreams, to make her walk all the way back in shame to the castle for having dared having hope that it would take notice of such a small, insignificant creature like herself. Who is she? She’s nobody. She’s just a woman wearing a dress she hadn’t earned, living a life she hadn’t had to work for. Why should Isaiah pay her any more mind than a bug on a flower or a single drop of rain in a heavy storm?


    All of these are valid questions, but Avoria doesn’t stop running. The woman holds her dress, closes her eyes, and jumps as far and as fast as she can, her arms reaching out and flailing to grab hold of anything, despite the fact that the island is much too far away for her to ever hope to reach.


    Gravity takes a hold of her, a heaviness lurching in her chest, pulling her down to the distant soil below and as she falls, she can’t help but wonder in a moment of odd delirium, if the cause isn’t the physical laws of the world, causing her to plummet, but rather, if it is not the weight of her sins that cause her to crash towards the darkness below.


    She feels, as she falls, like she should have been lighter. She feels like her soul should have been lighter than it is, if she was really a good, virtuous person who sought Isaiah, and not just someone who wanted to escape for the sake of their own selfish desire to experience life.


    And as this realization comes to her in a moment of terrifying clarity, she stops falling.


    Avoria opens her eyes, looking around herself as she is torn, wrenched free from the darkness of the world below, as she is carried upwards by gentle hands of so many colors. She is held aloft in the grace of what can only be angels, her head turning back ahead of herself to look up as they ascend, rising up towards a blindingly white silhouette with black wings the size of sails and a body of purest alabaster.


    A creature, a being, awaits her with open arms, a presence to welcome her to what must be heaven.


    — Isaiah.


    "Welcome," it says as the colors of a rainbow carry her to it. "I have been waiting for you, Avoria."


    Her eyes go wide as her heart flutters at the mention of her name – something that it could never know, could it? If it were not what she holds it to be. This miracle of her flight, the miracle of the bridge, of her prayers being answered.


    It takes her, gently setting her down on the grass of the island, where she fails to stand, as would a new-born doe, too weak to use its legs just yet in this first second of life.


    "Are you a god?" she whispers, looking at it.


    It tilts its head, golden eyes that surpass the work of the finest jewelers and smiths of the nation stare towards her and then it nods.


    "Yes," it replies, looking up towards the sky above them, as if waiting for a response to come from above.


    But there is only silence, the sounds of the night, and the heavy striking of her own heart that never seems to come to rest.

  


  Chapter 98: The Finality of Autumn


  
    


    
      
        
          	
            Fae are a species of supernatural entities that are frequently portrayed as having human-like features and magical skills in folklore and mythology. Folklore rarely goes into much detail about Fae culture, although it is usually portrayed as a tight-knit group of magical beings who coexist in a secret and enchanted world that we call the fairy-realm, which is a sub-section of the spirit world.


            It's common knowledge that fairies are sneaky and cunning, but can also be compassionate and helpful to people in need. They are frequently linked to the natural world and environment, and they are sometimes believed to reside in physical settings like gardens, meadows, and forests when they leave their realm and come into ours. According to old tales, there is a king or queen who rules over the other fairies in a hierarchical society.



            Fae as we call them are not to be confused with 'Fairies', members of the collection of common races like humans or orcs, as they are their wilder, undomesticated cousins.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ The Fairies and their Folk


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Jizalia] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Female, Master Herbalist
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The City, A Small House
          
        

      
    


    


    Something strange is going on.


    Jizalia cautiously peers out through the window, watching the marching regiments of soldiers move down the streets. At first, she had just assumed it was some passing troop of soldiers, shuffling around from location to location as they always do. But the tide of bodies never stops, thousands of them must have walked past her window now as they assemble within the city.


    She’s not an expert in social affairs in any manner, given that she mostly spends her days out in the wilds by herself all day every day, but even she can see that this is clearly a mobilization against what could be the only threat in the region — the tower.


    She closes the shutters, looking back at the house. Her sister is sitting at the table, carving free some of the tubers they had gathered together, peeling off the bad spots, and removing the bitter roots as she had been shown.


    An assault on the tower?


    It’s happened before; she heard the stories of the incredible destruction wrought over the land, tearing off a mountain into the sky, draining parts of the ocean, summoning an ancient dragon. Now, with the many calls of the faithful that have come, she can only imagine the destruction that will come if an army of the church’s zealots marches towards a magical fortress, supposedly god-crafted and filled with thousands of pilgrims of the faith of Isaiah.


    It’ll be a bloodbath.


    Isaiah has shown that it has no qualms with destroying everything in its way, despite its kind mercies. She knows the Holy-Church, they’re no different, especially after the rumors of the assassinations of the bishop and the cardinals. The pot is ready to overboil at any second.


    It’s not safe here anymore, is it?


    That’s not to mention the witch, about whom she has no idea anymore, now after their bargain has been fulfilled.


    "Zali?" asks her sister from across the room. She looks at her. "Is this right?" asks the girl, holding up a tuber. Jizalia looks at it, able to see it crisp and clear, even from a distance.


    She nods, walking over to help her sister get dinner ready.


    "Hey, Sisi?" asks Jizalia. "We should go on another foraging trip soon," she says. "A little longer this time," says the herbalist. They should get some space from this place for a while. Yes, they don’t have the funds to survive anywhere else, given that their house is here and the market isn’t exactly prime to sell at the moment. But maybe it’s the best thing. It’s still autumn, so she can manage to survive outside in the wild. It’ll be a little trickier with her little sister along, but it might be for the best. They can make their way towards the northern city; there’s always good foraging up there.


    "Already?" asks Tulsi, looking back at her. Jizalia nods. "But we just went."


    "Mm," replies Jizalia, smiling. "I thought it’d be fun if we went for a little longer, you know?" she suggests. "We can camp overnight and make fires." The woman grabs some tubers and a peeler, setting to work. "Or don’t you want to?" she asks, already knowing the answer.


    Tulsi nods excitedly. "I want to!" she exclaims.


    "Great," replies Jizalia, smiling so as not to let the girl catch on. As she sets back to work, her eyes wander past the closed shutters, through the gaps of which, a continuous stream of marching boots can still be seen, rolling in like a tide that never stops.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Cardinal Erzael of the West] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Male, Cardinal
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Western City, High up on the Distant Mountain, Observatory
          
        

      
    


    


    Despite all of the horrors of the world, cardinal Erzael of the west finds himself in a familiar space, an odd sanctuary of sorts. The dancing starlight of an angel's grace, which proves the splendor of life, shines down through the glass walls and ceiling of the room. Crystals, small, hover aloft and drift through the space, catching the rays of midnight in their glassy, sleek forms as they drift, the magical minerals staying aloft in the air because of the very dense ambient magic present up on the mountain.


    The walls and the floor are all colorful and wholesome in their glow, as the light from above catches on many soft fabrics and runs through the jewel-like crystals, painting the entire room as if it had been washed over in a pastel bath that contrasts the cold midnight beyond the many windows.


    Cardinal Erzael looks at a man who seems like he never quite manages to get enough sleep — a feeling that he sympathizes with. The man, the astrologer, sits behind a long, complicated telescope the size of many men, which spans up to broadly look back at the stars above, as if the owner were fully aware of the former watching him in turn.


    The tired man moves away from the telescope, heading over to a map on the table. It’s a map of the city that they’re in, and he makes a complicated series of estimations and drawings according to whatever he has learned by looking through the telescope.


    "So how’s Schwalbe?" asks cardinal Erzael, referring to the man’s wife while trying to make some small talk, while the astrologer, the magistrate of this city, does some work to let him know if their spell to summon a true hero even has a chance at working.


    The tired man looks up from his drawings at the cardinal. "She’s holding on," he replies. "But, well…" he shakes his head and returns to his work. "I don’t think it’s going to be long now."


    "She still has her temper?" asks the cardinal.


    "I’ll be worried when she doesn’t anymore," replies the magistrate.


    "Sorry to keep you here," says the cardinal. "If there’s anything I can do."


    The tired man looks at the telescope again, adjusting some mechanisms. Several crystals float by, filling the room with a prismatic shine as they catch a particular glow for a moment.


    "We both know there’s nothing," replies the tired man, leaving the telescope again and then mapping out something on a different sheet of paper. "Strange…" he mutters, looking at his own drawing. He walks over to a small, short shelf atop the raised telescope platform and pulls out a book, fluttering through it.


    "What’s strange?" asks the cardinal.


    The tired man shakes his head and works for a while, before returning to the telescope to confirm one last time.


    "The stars shouldn’t be ready for this," explains the tired man, who looks rather troubled rather than excited. "They are not supposed to be in position for another year or so." He looks up towards the glass ceiling, staring at the stars in the night sky, watching them curiously and cautiously. He contemplates for a time. "But they are. It’ll work," he says. "I think."


    The cardinal sighs in relief. For the stars to be so out of alignment, this is proof that the divine is interfering in the world’s affairs once again. He’s on the right path. "You know that I have to ask to use your city for the ritual," he explains. "Schweig controls the rest of the church, the north and the south, and Cardinal Fluester of the East is working with him. Besides -"


    "- It’s the only high-magic zone left," replies the magistrate, interrupting him. He sighs, rubbing his tired face.


    "I know it’s a lot," says Cardinal Erzael. "We’ll try to keep it as subtle as possible."


    The two men look at one another, knowing the absurdity of that statement.


    After all, summoning a true-hero into this world, the kind that may only appear with every hundred year crisis, is something that is impossible to hide. But they need to start now.


    Usually, when a true-hero is summoned, the crisis is already well underway, warranting the use of such a spell. It’s a global event. But he’s not going to wait. He’s going to be preemptive this time.


    "I’ll keep an eye on the stars," replies the magistrate. "Do what you have to do."


    Cardinal Erzael nods. "We’ll get started immediately."


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah holds a hand up in the air, a leaf suspended in its grasp.


    "Things are getting tense, chief," says Red from next to it. Isaiah looks at the leaf, focusing its magic on it. Using its time altering magic, the leaf, orange, begins to crumble and fall apart as Isaiah moves it towards its natural state in the season of winter. Then, after a small nudge, the crumbling flakes of dried leaf absorb moisture from seemingly nowhere. The leaf patches itself together and becomes whole, flush, and healthy once more, as if it were in the throes of spring. Then it fades again to winter, the cycle of death and rebirth repeating over and over. "Thousands of humans are getting situated in the tower down below," says the uthra. "But Black reported that the humans have a new army, bigger than the last. They look like pretty serious people."


    "And we have yet to hear from the witch," remarks Isaiah, watching the leaf fade in and out of life many times over. "This troubles me the most, Red," it explains. "What could she have planned?"


    Red shrugs. "After all of this time? Probably something big."


    "We will be ready," replies Isaiah, studying the leaf. "No matter what siege befalls us here, my churches are rising all across the continents, Red," says Isaiah. "The faithful are gathering in numbers greater than the count of the stars in the sky."


    "Not that I don’t like the concept of using the humans as meatshields to fight other humans," says Red. "But, uh, chief, it’s a little out of character for you, isn’t it?" she asks. "I thought you liked them." She taps her head. "You think the whole thing isn’t getting to your head a little?" asks the uthra.


    "I am sure that it is," replies Isaiah, nodding. It lets the leaf return to its autumn state and then blows it off, letting it fly away in the breeze. The two of them watch it vanish. "I do not intend to have my followers fight and defend the tower, Red," it explains. "They need only to keep the faith, nothing more."


    "Sure, that’s great and all," says Red. "But then what are we going to do when a few hundred thousand soldiers march up to our door to knock?" asks Red.


    Isaiah tilts its head, looking at her in curiosity for a moment. "We will let them in, Red," explains Isaiah. "I am a dungeon-core, after all. This is a dungeon." It shakes its head. "I would be amiss to not let them reach up for the fruits of their passions."


    "Are you sure?" asks Red. "We could take some preemptive measures. Kill a few before they get here."


    Isaiah shakes its head. "That is not what we do, Red." It looks at her. "With the sub-tower and the spirit-world connection, we will have up to three-hundred floors, before the full completion of the final core." It nods.


    The uthra’s wings buzz. "Chief, you realize that half of the people on the island already have shortcuts unlocked in the core tower, right?" she asks. "They’re working through the sub-tower as we speak."


    "Perhaps," replies Isaiah. "But the new-comers will not," it says.


    The uthra shakes her head. "And the whole ‘nobody dies’ thing is going to be a real problem. They’ll drown us in numbers, even with three-hundred floors."


    "Then we will reduce their numbers," remarks Isaiah, lifting a hand to stop Red’s face from becoming too excited. "Non-lethally."


    


    
      
        
          	
            NEW - (SEASONAL) ABILITY -


            [Temporal Imprisonment](Toggle)

          
        


        
          	
            All hostile entities within the dungeon-territory who die will be fully trapped in a time-frozen state until released.
          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah watches the strange stars filling the sky like the many fires that trail in towards the human city west of the tower. "Make sure that our home is ready to accommodate them, Red," orders Isaiah. "Autumn is a season of death; though it may be kinder here, it would be good for us to remind them of such." Isaiah turns to look at Red. "None of us are spared from the ticking of the eternal clock."


    "I knew you’d talk about the seasons before I escaped this ramble," remarks Red, rolling her eyes.


    Isaiah nods, looking at her. "We all have our favorites," says the entity, nodding to her.

  


  Chapter 99: The Wild-Hunt


  
    


    
      
        
          	
            Not every one-hundred year crisis involves a Demon-King.


            Each of them is unique in its own way. Even the several Demon-Kings who have been present in our world were vastly different from one another, and as such, so too were the consequences of their risings. Great wars and revolutions have been labeled crises by the global system that governs our world, as have the births of more benign dark forces and terrible illnesses that plagued the landscape.


            What defines a crisis is its potential to upend our entire world in an unprecedented way. Most often, this is assumed to mean total death and destruction, but this has not always been clear to be the case. While we have never failed to master a crisis for as far back as recorded history goes, given the nature of some particular events, it is not impossible to assume that life would go on as usual, just differently, had history taken a different turn.

          
        

      
    


    


     ~ On the nature of a crisis, Fitzwillick Freibold’s journaled musings on the historical landscape


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    Heavy rain cascades down from the sky in a powerful stream, a never-ending surge of water running down the pearl-white body of the tower. Lightning crashes through the skies as an autumn storm rips through the world. Isaiah is in flight, gliding over the island amidst the frighteningly strong gale of the unusual storm, pressing through its feathers. Red and Gray are flying alongside it on either side as they scour the island, just to make sure that nobody is caught outside in the forest.


    Red yells, cupping her mouth with her hand. "Why don’t you just get rid of the storm, chief?!" she loudly suggests.


    Isaiah shakes its head. Yes, it has the ability to interfere with the weather of the world. But this storm, as heavy as it is, is a perfectly natural occurrence. Who knows what unforeseen consequences there might be for not adhering to nature’s desires? If it diverts the rain clouds to move somewhere else, they might flood that area instead of evenly distributing their load over the landscape. O r the storm might simply reform over the human city nearby. Besides, it’s beautiful in its own way, isn’t it? As much so as any sunrise or sunset.


    They glide through the night, keeping an eye out for any wayward adventurers or pilgrims who have gotten into harm’s way. The storm is a spectacle. But it is nonetheless potentially deadly.


    Lightning cracks toward the north, striking into the forest. Red tugs on Isaiah’s arm and points towards the site, and the three of them diverge, flying towards the smoldering site.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Bishop Schweig] ~

          
        


        
          	
             Human, Male, Bishop
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The City, Cathedral Square
          
        

      
    


    


    The heavy storm crashes down around the man, water drenching his purple-sashed robes as he stands at the head of the altar, looking down over the formation of thousands of soldiers who have gathered on his call, coming from all corners of the nation to express their devotion to the faith through both swords and blood.


    Winds howl, surging through the mass of drenched people who stand in armor beneath the banners of the holy-church and the crusade. Water pools down their bodies, running down the square to vanish into a midnight that might never stop, despite the heavy ticking of the tower that can be felt here at all hours of the day, signaling the forward progression of time towards the untold end of revelations.


    "Brothers!" yells Schweig, his voice projecting out over the storm as he stands there at the head of the new band of cardinals, the man from the east still present. His ascension to bishop is complete, and he is now the head crown of the holy-church in all regions of the nation, in official title now rather than in sheer secretive power as before. "The gathering of our hearts here in this hour is proof of the presence of the gods, whose domain we still reside within," he says, looking out over the crowd of thousands of eyes, souls whose purposes have been found in the humble beliefs they carry with their hearts. "The hundred-year crisis has once again emerged, ready to take our world, corrupt it, and tumble it down a path of godlessness."


    He points out over the city, towards the tower. "Once again, as with the Demon-Kings of generations prior, a malignancy has grown, jutting out of the beautiful flesh of our world." The crowd's murmurs and stamping fill the air, pushing aside even the crashing of the rain and lightning. "The saliency of this storm is proof that the gods, unable to reach down to us any longer, weep for our helplessness as a people without their guiding love." The man swipes his hand through the rain, water arcing down his arm. "Now, as our father’s fathers did, the time has come for us to prove ourselves to the eyes of the heavens, which are watching us with such frightful gazes!" he calls around at the crusade, his voice projecting down corridors and walls, down through the cathedral halls, and into the city. "Let us prove to them that their children are grown and capable, that we are avid stewards of this great world that they gave us to thrive in."


    He reaches down, taking a banner-rod from one of the front men. "Once more, the garden of our souls must be pruned! A new day dawns! HALLOW!"


    The word echoes down through the storm a thousand times over, as it is repeated by men and elves, by dwarves, and orcs of every origin and build, all of them united by the single guiding thread of their faith that spans from between heaven and the world.


    Bishop Schweig smiles, his face pelted with rainwater by the storm that never ends, as the crusaders surround the boxes they have brought with them, plunging their swords through the wood and into the containers inside of which their elder brothers and sisters are held within, no screams ever filling the courtyard, apart from the chanting of the word over and over as blood pours from the wet-stained wood, quickly washing away in the rain down the stones.


    The crusade moves to march against Isaiah.


    — Only one voice separates itself from the fold, who all begin to look around themselves in confusion. A loud, sharp, feminine cackling echoes through the night, causing the hairs on every neck in the courtyard to stand on end, causing children to huddle closer to their parents with fearful eyes, causing old bones to quake and young eyes to warily, and sharply watch the darkness for the oddity that approaches.


    "WITCH!" shouts a voice as a woman, Witch Perchta, descends down from the sky, flying unnaturally in the storm, holding a hand sideways in front of her mouth, as she laughs a cold, smug laugh. The crowd tears away, pressing themselves as far away from the spot that she hovers above as possible, leaving a gap in the world below her. It’s as if an ocean had simply parted and decided to ignore a single spot of land in the midst of itself. People scream. People press and struggle their way away as she lands on top of a bloody crate, just before the new bishop.


    "You’ll find," says Witch Perchta, turning her gaze to the bishop, whom she can see stepping forward with magic gathering around his hands. "- That here in the South, the night is often longer than you’d expect."


    She lifts a finger, pointing it at him crookedly. "Cardinal," says Perchta.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Schweig) has used: [Redwater]
          
        

      
    


    


    A spell shoots out of his hands, red vapors blasting towards the witch and then simply dissipating as she just swipes it away with one hand as if it were a puff of smoke.


    "Witch Perchta!" barks Schweig in rage at the woman, who he recognizes as the witch who once lived in his very own domain in the north. She escaped during the witch-hunts and he had allowed her to do so, being perfectly content with the foul rot that she was living in his competitor’s region in the south.


    Perchta slowly rises back into the air and then circles around the altar, circles around him. All of the onlookers in the crowd, all of the onlookers on the high-status seats, the other cardinals — all of them retreat away as far as they can, watching from a safe distance as the witch flies a slow, calm circle around him, as the rain begins to fall ever more steadily, staining the ground with oddly dark spots.


    "It’s been a while, Cardinal," says Perchta, leaning in towards the man to whisper into his ear from the side.


    Bishop Schweig spins around, striking his fist where she was.


    — Or at least he wants to. But as he tries to do so, he notices that his body seems to have locked up in a strange way. It won’t do as he asks of it.


    "You know, I really liked living in the north," says Perchta. "I had a lot of friends back then," she explains. The woman grabs the man's head with both hands and tilts it towards herself. "Before you called for the witch-hunts," she hisses, her eyes going wide in the flash of lightning to come.


    He wants to give the order for the crusade, for the hundreds and thousands of strong, capable fighters here to attack her. But nothing moves anywhere except for the running water and the fabric that moves in the wind.


    "I’ve had enough of everyone getting mixed up in my life," she says. "So I figured, why don’t I have a little hunt of my own?" she asks, tilting his head back and up towards the sky. Black, oily rain pelts down into his eyes that he can’t close and into his mouth that she pulls open with a hand as she whispers into his ear. "You know, for old times' sake," says Witch Perchta.


    The crack of thunder and lightning splits the sky, illuminating the beginning of the heavy rain. Rain cascades down all around them, as if brought on by her provocation, which, in a sense, it was.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Perchta) uses: [Curse]{Curse of the Sunless Day}
          
        

      
    


    


    "Have a nice retirement, Bishop," says Perchta, her voice hissing like a jackal’s.


    A window appears within his muddy vision and within the eyes of every single one of the thousands of crusaders and other people still remaining in this city. Before every person in the entire nation appears a message, making very clear the nature of the night that they find themselves in.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ! [Critical System Notification] !
          
        


        
          	
            THE ONE-HUNDRED YEAR CRISIS:
          
        


        
          	
            THE WILD-HUNT
          
        


        
          	
             Engaged in a massive, cooperative breach that spans each of the oldest dungeons in the nation, every single dungeon in the world is now engaging in a dungeon-break, flooding their monsters out of their gates and into the night.


             This will persist until the death of crisis leader ‘Witch Perchta’ or the destruction of the ‘Tower of Isaiah’.

          
        


        
          	
            Time Remaining: UNKNOWN
          
        


        
          	
            Difficulty: IMPOSSIBLE
          

          	
            Priority: HIGHEST
          
        

      
    


    


    Perchta cackles, flying off into the night as red glows fill the world.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Dungeon Core Yovel] ~

          
        


        
          	
             ???, ???, Dungeon Core
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The City
          
        

      
    


    


    It’s time.


    The old bat actually pulled it off.


    Yovel cracks its neck, standing at the entrance of the dungeon-gate and holding a hand against it. The blue aura of the foggy entrance freezes stiff for an instant, crystallizing as if ice were flowing across the surface of a lake, and then, an instant later, it shifts into a vivid, bright crimson.


    Red ripples run over the fog as it begins to violently churn like the ocean in a storm.


    Yovel steps out through the dungeon-gate, leaving its dungeon for the first time in hundreds of years.


    It stands outside the gate an instant later, looking around through the rain at the city that has come to be built around its precious home. This place used to be a beautiful meadow near the ocean. There were trees and hills, there were animals, and an abundance of communion existed with nature and even with the few humans who were here before.


    But then they kept growing.


    They kept taking more, building more, growing more and soon, the understanding that they had shifted from one of mutual cooperation and coinhabitence of the world, to one of an owner and own of the subjugated.


    Yovel looks through the rain toward the distant dungeon-core – the tower, beyond the city. It has yet to learn this simple lesson that all dungeon cores are forced to learn eventually.


    Humans cannot be trusted.


    They’re disgusting, greedy, horrific monsters — worse than anything it has ever been able to dream up in the deep, dark depths below the world.


    Confused faces look Yovel’s way as it steps out of the dungeon — adventurers, people of the city, a few soldiers, and so on. Tonight is a busy night in the world, as Perchta said.


    Yovel lifts a hand and holds it there, savoring the moment as its thumb and middle finger meet.


    — And then it snaps them.


    Roars and screams fill the night, its vision filled with nothing other than twisting, writhing flesh with teeth and claws as thousands of monsters pour out of the dungeon, streaming into the city, teeth tearing through flesh and claws breaking into the marrow of bones.


    All across the world, every dungeon-core within the confines of a human city begins a coordinated strike at the same time, letting loose thousands of monsters at once, so that the world might once more belong to those who had once owned it in those days so very, very long ago, and those thousands of monsters will stream towards the south, lashing and crushing their way across the world to move towards the tower of Isaiah.


    Two birds with one stone.


    The wild-hunt begins.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ! [Critical System Notification] !
          
        


        
          	
            THE ONE-HUNDRED YEAR CRISIS:
          
        


        
          	
            THE WILD-HUNT
          
        


        
          	
             Engaged in a massive, cooperative breach that spans each of the oldest dungeons in the nation, every single dungeon in the world is now engaging in a dungeon-break, flooding their monsters out of their gates and into the night.


             This will persist until the death of crisis leader ‘Witch Perchta’ or the destruction of the ‘Tower of Isaiah’.

          
        


        
          	
            Time Remaining: UNKNOWN
          
        


        
          	
            Difficulty: IMPOSSIBLE
          

          	
            Priority: HIGHEST
          
        

      
    


    


    "Red! Gray!" orders Isaiah, grabbing them and pulling them back with it, as the three of them quickly fly back towards the tower.

  


   


  


   


  
    
      
        	
          ~ [Note for Occultists]{The Wild-Hunt, Die Wilde Jagd} ~


          


          The wild-hunt is an ancient mythological idea stemming from the Germanic peoples.


          In order to understand Perchta and to learn about the wild-hunt, you first need to know who Frau Holle is. This is only the short version, but know that there is a whole bundle of knowledge about her that I will be leaving out because this would end up longer than several chapters otherwise.


          Frau Holle (Frau = German: woman/lady. Holle being her name. Though she is also often called Hulda/Holla/Mother Holle/Mother Frost, among other things) is a white-robed, female goddess of Germanic origin and is often mistakenly said to stem from a brother’s Grimm fairy-tale, written in 1812. However, this is wrong.


          In reality, her roots go back far, far deeper than that, likely stemming from an old pantheon of proto-Germanic gods who existed even before Odin, Thor, Loki and the likes. Frau Holle is one of those ancient beliefs that we’ve talked about before, the kind that became over-written by the catholic church after their arrival in the Germanic area and now, she exists in a half-state of common folklore and forgotten mythology. Frau Holle is ancient. She goes way, way, way back, likely being one of the oldest proto-Germanic deities that is well known to this day


          For those of you familiar with Scandinavian folklore, she is assumed to be related to the Hulder. But that isn’t relevant right now. If you are familiar with the american mythology of the ‘White Lady’, commonly seen in hitch-hiking ghost-stories, the white-robed Frau Holle also likely a strong candidate for the root of this mythos. But that also isn't relevant.


          Frau Holle dwells at the bottom of a well, she is the one who is said to have taught the first people to make linen out of flax. More darkly, she is the goddess who dead children's spirits find their way to, after passing untimely deaths. Frau Holle, because of this dark association, eventually ended up becoming a patron spirit of midwives, but I won't go too deep into that. But you should know that it's there. Is it relevant?


           Maybe.


          Finally, her magic is based on spinning and weaving specifically and she has an undeniable association with witchcraft in the folklore of German Catholicism.


          Stemming from her mythology, come the three variations of her character that have spread around several regions of Europe.


          Spilleholle, Perchta and Gauden


          


          Continuing our trivia from yesterday, there are three common variants of Frau Holle. These are spread across various regions and as such, are adaptations based on her character, but all of them have their own ‘thing’.


          Perchta, who Fresh is based off of, is the variant of Frau Holle that finds itself originating from Switzerland, Bavaria and Austria. (See Fresh’s hair-color and complexion). The brother’s Grimm lore, if we can trust it, states that Perchta was a white-robed goddess of alpine paganism who did little sewing herself, but rather oversaw spinning/weaving/tailoring, most often the kind that was undertaken by children (*cough*). Most often this happened around Xmas, but Fresh is busy all year round.


          The name, Perchta, refers to Berchta (Bertha → Berchthold) “the bright one” and she, as well as the original root Frau Holle, are considered ‘guardians of beasts’. This offshoot likely originated from a mixture of Alpine and Celtic mythology. Resulting in what we have now. Another possible root of the name is the old-high-German word ‘pergan ‘ which literally means hidden or obscured.


          Note that these names are very loose. If you head further east, the myth takes on a different spin again. But we’re focusing on the Germanic area in this story.


          And now, since we are talking about German fairy-tales here, so you know what’s coming next.


          When Perchta would enter a home and find that the children weren’t busy with their work, she would slit their stomachs open, remove their entrails and fill their bodies back up with pebbles and straw. But on a happier note, there was/is a literal ‘Cult of Perchta’ who left food and drink for her regularly, in the hopes that they would be blessed by her. (Leaving cookies out for Santa, anyone? I’d bet my left foot there’s a connection here if you dig down deeper.) But this practice was banned in 1468. I doubt anyone will stop you from doing it now though...


          Speaking of feet. Perchta is also said to have weird feet. Is that relevant? Probably not, this isn’t that kind of story. You guys don’t pay me enough for that. You could though. You know where my Patreon is.


          There are even more deviations of her character than that. In much of the old mythology, Perchta is either a kind, beautiful woman or she’s a bit of a grisly thing, having fangs, tusks and horse tails which she uses to drive out demons and ghosts. But this gets confusing, as I said, there are 10000 variations of the myth in every region. Particularly if we start talking about the Perchten, which is the name for her followers (who still exist to this day in the mountain regions of Austria!) who dress up as such on purpose, for their celebrations.


          She’s a conflicting figure to summarize. In some variations she’s kind and misunderstood, in others she’s cruel and strict and fearsome.


          But this leads us up to the next interesting part of her mythology, the fact that she is the leader of die Wilde Jagd.


          The wild-hunt.


          


          Die wilde Jagd, the wild-hunt is a term commonly used in northern European folklore. A wild-hunt is basically as the name describes, a hunt of the wild things. But rather than being the ones being hunted, they are the hunters. Souls, revenants, spectres and ghosts, werewolves, horses with fiery eyes, undead dogs and fairies, valkyries and elves are often thought to be the common participants of the hunt. In northern Germany, the goal of the hunters is said to be the pursuit and capture of one or more female demons. Though in other versions, there is no prey at all and they simply ride through the night because it’s cool.


          The leader of the hunt, depending on where you look in the world, can vary. In Scandinavian lore, it’s often Odin. In Germanic lore, it’s Holle/Perchta. In Christian lore, it’s the devil. But in Brittany, it’s oddly enough, king Arthur. Ireland, the Netherlands, Wales, Slovenia, France, no matter where you go, there is a different leader of the hunt. Usually, this is a figure that is already of some cultural/mythological significance to the region.


          Given the German fairy-tale inspirations for this story, we’re obviously going with the Germanic interpretation of the fable.


          In alternative German myth, the leader of the hunt is said to be the rider of a white horse. It’s an interesting connection, especially if you are familiar with Revelation. Though this version stems from the German book ‘The Rider on the White Horse (1888)’ which came far after the birth of the original myth, I myself choose to discard it and count it as ‘non-canon’.


          Should you encounter a wild hunt, or more aptly said, should one find you, then the best thing to do is to stay right in the middle of the road and let them ride around you. (Remember our crossroads trivia? Sometimes making no choice is the best choice) Alternatively, if you help the hunt in some way, you will be rewarded with either gold or the leg of a dead animal/person.


          Note: The leg is literally cursed and impossible to get rid of. The only way to lose it is to ask the leader of the hunt for salt. They won’t have any, so they’ll take their unsalted leg back. That being said, seeing the wild hunt is said to bring great misfortune no matter what. So even if you get away, you might just get Final Destinationed later.


          If you hinder the hunt, you will be ‘punished’ but if you think it’s a punishment really is up to you. In short, you might likely be taken to either the fairy-kingdom or the underworld (What happens there is undefined). Though, in some other interpretations, you will be ‘allowed’ to join the hunt. (Permanently). You get a cool flying horse with burning eyes and you get to ride around in a horde of ghosts and monsters for the rest of forever, so it doesn’t sound too bad in all honesty. I just hope you aren’t afraid of heights. This is likely the best result you can hope for.


          Interestingly enough, there are multiple documented, written attestation of Christian monks from 1000-1127AD, recorded in the Peterborough Chronicle, which is a ‘serious’ collection of history from the time, who claim to have seen the wild-hunt with their own eyes. These sightings ran all around northwestern Europe and the south-east of England.


          The wild-hunt is said to exist for many reasons. The one I find most interesting is the banding together of literal monsters to hunt demons. Apparently there is little friendship to be had there between them. All in all, it’s a huge chaotic mess, but a lot of fun at the same time, provided you get the ‘good ending’

        
      

    
  


  Chapter 100: Screams herald in the dawn of a new era


  
    


    
      
        
          	
            I hate heroes.


            I know that historically, it’s not a popular opinion, but I just can’t stand them, Guy. Pompous assholes. You know what the problem with heroes is?


            They’re always too late.


            Someone can only be a hero if there’s an act of heroism involved, that’s sort of the whole title, you know? That means a problem, a disaster, has to already be in play and perhaps even have mostly resolved itself before a hero can show up and ‘save’ everybody. Can’t do no saving without a threat to save everyone from, and that threat needs time to bubble and boil the souls straight off people’s bones before it is even serious enough to warrant a hero, tell you what.


            And then?


            Then, after the damage is done and countless eyes have been lost to the screaming darkness, then the hero can come up in his big fancy, shiny armor and his cape, that would honestly look better on me, and save the day, get the girl, and be famous and loved by everybody.


            Fuck heroes.


            I’d respect them more if they came earlier. Be a hero before the crisis gets here and stop it. Don’t just show up when everything is already janked.


            But that’s just my opinion, Guy. Don’t listen to me. I’m weird.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ Ramblings of a strange soul, wandering amidst an undead horde in the great north and talking to the mindless skeleton next to itself


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Jizalia] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Female, Master Herbalist
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The City, Family Home
          
        

      
    


    


    Screams fill the night. Jizalia, waking from her sleep, sits upright in bed, her sister stirring from the commotion. Immediately, the woman runs to the window to open the locked shutters and look outside.


    People are moving everywhere, not fully visible between the collage of smoke and red vapors that fill the air, wafting through the heavy rain of the storm. She can’t make heads or tails of what’s happening, but it’s bad. Screams are coming from every window, door, and alleyway as bodies of all shapes, both human and in-human move through the night.


    "Sisi!" calls Jizalia, running back to the bed. "Get up, now!" She tears her younger sister to her feet and throws on her boots and a robe.


    "What’s going on?" asks Tulsi, rubbing her face and looking at her sister in concern with her other open eye.


    Jizalia grabs the girl’s leg, lifting it into the air, to slip her socks and boots on for her. "There’s trouble. Remember what we talked about before dinner?" asks the herbalist. "We’re going. Now."


    "Huh?" asks the girl. "But I tho-"


    — Something heavy smashes against the door, and Tulsi screams, hiding behind her sister as the glass of the window breaks, sending shards flying across the room.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    The bell-tower rings, its chiming never stopping amidst the anarchy visible in the distance but also here, after the appearance of Perchta’s message. The people of the island run to shelter if they haven’t already, getting out of the rain by hiding in their homes or in the tower. Because of the tower’s strength and Isaiah’s presence, the rain here is pure and unbefouled by the witch’s taint, which undeniably fills the midnight air.


    Isaiah stares off towards the west, towards the city engulfed by a red, permeating fog that seeps out into the landscape, covering the entire thing.


    Perchta has finally made her move.


    "I know what you’re thinking, chief," says Red. Isaiah turns its back to look at her. "Well, fuck you. You’re staying here," she says.


    "Red," starts Isaiah. "Even if I do wish to go to the city, you know that I cannot."


    Red rolls her eyes. "You and I both know that there’s probably some fucky way to circumvent the dungeon rules," she explains. "As if I can’t see your twitchy, birdy eyes jumping around in your skull as you’re trying to think of it this very second." She shakes her head. "I’ll go with Black and White," she says. "We’ll see what we can do."


    "No," says Isaiah, grabbing hold of her arm as she rises into the air. "Red, I do not intend to allow you to fly into Perchta’s den, now that she has reared her head."


    Red looks down at it, turning her head. "We can probably do something for a few people. You really going to let them all die?" she asks and then shrugs. "Not that I care, but…"


    Isaiah looks at her and then back to the burning city, the fires of which seem unquenchable, even in the heavy storm. "Them before you," replies Isaiah.


    "Didn’t know gods played favorites," replies Red, lowering herself back down.


    Isaiah lifts a hand to cast a spell.


    "I don’t know what you’re scheming, but you can’t go," she says, grabbing its raised arm in turn, which magic has begun to channel around and she yanks it back down.


    "Red," says Isaiah, growing impatient.


    Red leans in. "‘Red’ my ass. Look, if you die, this whole island and everyone on it is fucked!" hisses Red. "What do you think is going to happen when your magic fades and all of this collapses?" she asks. The uthra shrugs. "Not that it’ll be a me-problem, because I’ll be going back to the spirit-world. You can’t go. It’s either us who go, or nobody," she explains, nodding her head to the other uthra.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Jizalia] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Female, Master Herbalist
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The City, Family Home
          
        

      
    


    


    The herbalist reaches into her bag by the bed, pulling out a fistful of some clumpy powder that she throws across the room towards the window as hard as she can. It strikes against the wall, exploding into a puff of smoke that drifts down past the broken window. A large hand slides back out over the broken glass, pulling itself away immediately as the powder comes close.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Normal)[Esmira-Schwarz Powder]

          
        


        
          	
            A clump of ground up, dried, sticky powder made from the nodules of the Esmira-Schwarz root.
          
        


        
          	
            Effect: Acts as a strong monster repellent.
          
        


        
          	
            Use Cases: [Poison][Warding][Other]
          
        


        
          	
            [Master Herbalist’s Insight]: This powder, while an extremely effective warding tool against wild monsters, is severely damaging to the eyes of all living creatures.
          
        


        
          	
            Secret Use Cases: [Summoning]
          
        


        
          	
            Value: 17 Obols
          
        

      
    


    


    Jizalia grabs her sister and runs through the small house to the other window in the back, wrenching it open and looking out first before climbing through and quickly pulling her crying sister out after her.


    "Sisi, quiet!" she hisses, covering the girl’s mouth, and looks around the city, which has fallen into anarchy. Rain falls down over them.


    — The door inside the house breaks open as something strikes against it, and she runs with the girl in tow.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [The Humming Man] ~

          
        


        
          	
            ???, Male, Chronomancer
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The City
          
        

      
    


    


    The Humming Man hums, ducking down as a tumbling carriage rolls down the street, its broken off wheel careening over his head as he dusts off his boot, looking at it for a moment, before rising back upright, adjusting the straps of his bag, and walking on through the chaos.


    He looks to the left and to the right, watching as fires burn all around him. Monsters lash out of the shadows, grabbing hold of the people they can snatch and tearing them into the flames and the darkness.


    — Something shrill shrieks next to him, and he turns to look at a young girl, thin as a wraith, surrounded by the limbs and bodies of many others, as she howls, holding a low-level iron dagger in her hands and stabbing down over and over into a gnashing corpse that doesn’t ever cease its efforts to devour her.


    He spins, doing a small pirouette, and leaps over a puddle of blood, landing next to her and gently nudging her arm as she swings down, guiding it away from the torso of the undead and towards the eye-socket.


    The iron-dagger breaks through the skull and the undead dies, as far as is possible, at least.


    Panting, heaving, she looks around herself with fearful eyes and then jumps up to her feet, scurrying off into the fire-lit darkness like a little mouse.


    The Humming Man continues to hum his tune, walking down the road as he heads towards the exit to the city.


    It’s getting to be just about that time where he has to get back to the tower.


    He looks up towards the sky, watching the black rain for a time.


    As the Humming Man, it’s his job to set up events to transpire just the way that his clients would like them to. However, he does have a large degree of personal freedom in the matter, and, even then, there are a few rules and regulations. Nobody is truly free from bureaucracy, not even him.


    He turns his head, looking down an alley that two sisters run through.


    Fate is a very curious thing, even more so when one has insight into its many strange connections and connivings.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Jizalia] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Female, Master Herbalist
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The City, Streets
          
        

      
    


    


    The door next to them breaks open, sending a stream of flaming, screaming bodies running out of the house and into the rain. Jizalia yanks her sister, bending down another road, stopping as a huge, hulking man in black, midnight-tinged armor throws a guardsman through a wall, blood spraying everywhere as the man is impaled on a broken beam.


    Dozens of men and women in black robes stand by him.


    The giant turns his head towards them, an eye glowing in the moonlight that shines above their heads, and she breaks off, running in a new direction as she works her way through a maze filled with seemingly endless literal dead ends.


    This is why she likes being outside in nature.


    Her sister is still screaming, but she just yanks her in a new direction, breaking through to an alleyway that allows clear sight of the night sky, and of the moon that has changed its shape. Clouds have come to cover the glow of the full-moon, obscuring its visage in the most unnatural way, giving it the look of a crooked, smiling face with gnashed teeth that she can see with perfectly clear vision.


    The witch’s moon haunts the night.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    It cannot go by itself, and yet, in its protectiveness, it cannot allow its children to go either. It is too dangerous for all of them.


    Isaiah exhales, calming itself as it had learned from the monk whose name it has yet to learn.


    If it cannot interfere directly, then it will still do what it can nonetheless to stop this horrific waste of life. It will not sit by idly.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Witch Perchta] ~

          
        


        
          	
            ???, Female, Witch of the Blackwater
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The City, Sky
          
        

      
    


    


    Witch Perchta hovers in the air, the rain pelting down all around them as she flies, looking at the anarchy below.


    This is it. Finally.


    She flies around in a tight circle, overjoyed. Finally, she and her friends are going to get rid of these annoying humans and that stupid tower who ruined her retirement, and they’re all going to live in a big, happy, perfect world.


    The woman, hovering in the air, clenches her fists and kicks her legs in excitement.


    — Suddenly, it gets very bright.


    Perchta stops, turning her head. "What the hell…" mutters the witch, looking at the night sky, which has turned aglow. She covers her eyes as it gets brighter and brighter.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Jizalia] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Female, Master Herbalist
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The City, Streets
          
        

      
    


    


    Jizalia grabs her sister, pulling her behind herself as they’ve run into a corner, a group of people with bloodied knifes and axes before them. She lobs a fistful of the last of her powder, striking the face of a man in a black robe. But it doesn’t bother him. He’s not a monster, she realizes.


    They’re cultists. People.


    The woman looks around, looking for a way out. But the walls are too high. There’s nowhere to go.


    She reaches for the little herbalist’s knife she carries with her. It’s hardly a weapon. But she can maybe get one of them and give her sister a shot.


    Jizalia lifts the knife and screams as the man before her lunges forward, the axe in his hands glinting with red.


    — Both of them are met with a flash of blinding, intense light breaking down from the black sky towards their middle. She stumbles back, protecting the girl, as a prismatic, glassy orb condenses together from the glow. All around the city, hundreds of such beams shoot down from above, piercing the darkness of the heavy clouds and striking down towards the streets, which are overflowing with smoke.


    The orb, suspended in the pillar of light, cracks and rattles as if it were an egg in a nest, suspended in a sunbeam. An arm breaks out, thin, and covered in armor. Then a second, then a third, and then a fourth. Arms break out in the hundreds in an instant, as if they were a span of wings consisting of a thousand feathers. Legs break out of the entity’s shape, containing a mouth full of endless rows of inwardly facing beaks that act as teeth.


    The indescribably horrific being, made up of pure light and holy energy, releases a surge of power from itself as it lands, breaking the stones and the walls all around them.


    — And then it shrieks, lunging forward and dragging monsters and robed men alike into its maw, swallowing them in just as countless amounts. Its victims unable to escape from its fingers, as abundant as the droplets of the rain and the clicking, clacking teeth that shred into their flesh, chewing them down as it swallows them as would an octopus.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Witch Perchta] ~

          
        


        
          	
            ???, Female, Witch of the Blackwater
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The City, Sky
          
        

      
    


    


    "No. No. No NO!" yells Perchta, grabbing the sides of her hair as she looks around the city where hundreds of elementals have appeared, interfering in the hunt. "YOVEL!"


    "It’s the new guy," says Yovel, who is already next to her. The dungeon-core hovers with its hands behind its head.


    "What?!" shrieks Perchta. "Yovel!" she yells. "How can that ugly flying rat do anything?!"


    Yovel tilts its head, shrugging as it looks over to the tower. "I gotta hand it to them," says Yovel. "Love you Perchta, but you made an oopsie."


    "A what?!" She grabs it. "Yoveeeeel!" yells Perchta, shaking the dungeon-core.


    Yovel points at the tower, off in the distance. "You wanted a dungeon-break, goo-brain," says the entity, almost laughing as it looks to the east, at the glowing tower, shining with light amidst the pitch black night. "You got one."


    Perchta’s eyes twitch as she looks over at the tower, emanating a golden radiance.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            [DUNGEON BREAK INITIATED]

          
        


        
          	
            ALL OF YOUR DUNGEON’S MONSTERS WILL FLOOD OUT INTO THE SURROUNDING AREA.
          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah watches as lights flood the sky, entities from the spirit-world shooting out into the darkness, out in all directions as they purge free and return back into the mortal-coil. Ghosts and angels flood the night around the tower, shining as if to replace the cloud-obscured stars as they fly towards the next greatest source of spiritual energy in the area, the city.


    Down low, on the bottom of the tower, thousands of monsters leave. Holy-imbued golems and priestesses march in formation with monks and crusaders, born of the tower’s magic. Slimes and drakes and great wyrms crawl and fly, their roars shaking the black rain as it falls.


    It will not place any of its children in danger.


    But it also will not abandon the people of this world, as its old gods had done prior.


    This is a new age, a new era.


    Isaiah holds firmly onto its golden sword, inky water running down its pristine surface that remains untarnished, as does its white, marble-hewn body.


    — This, now, is the age of Isaiah.


    And it will be ushered in by the sword.

  


  Chapter 101: Surging tides come to crash together


  
    


    
      
        
          	
            The nature of souls is a cyclical one.


            People die and are reborn over and over in what we can only assume is an eternal process of gestation, the perpetual development of the living core towards a state of what we can only assume is perfection — divinity.


            While this is beautiful in a way, there is also a great sadness to it. Yes, we might climb towards the highest summit of self-actualization; however, think of all of those steps and grips taken along the way. Think of the possibility, when you look your brothers and sisters into the face, that in lives past, you once held others in deep cherishment, souls who you might have absolutely nothing to do with now in this latest reincarnation.


            Yes, you are connected by your past, but now, in the present, those memories are entirely unknown as they belonged to a life you no longer live, and maybe, in good fortune, you might pass by one another on the street.


            Yet you will never know, apart from a strange gust of wind that is perhaps a little too strong or a sense of déjà-vu when the kind woman behind the till gives you your change, that, in aeons past, you might have once had hearts connected in blood and love.


            The sunset atop the mountain of spirituality is perhaps beautiful, yes.


            But maybe take a moment to stop and look around; maybe admire the sunset here and now.


            Maybe you’ll prefer it to that later one.


            It would be a shame to have missed it.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ An elder’s musings on life and death and the cycle of reincarnation


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Cardinal Erzael of the West] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Male, Cardinal
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Peak of the Western Mountain
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            *~- [Ritual of the Golden Bell] -~*
          
        


        
          	
            09% Complete
          
        

      
    


    


    The man’s robes billowed, the passive energies of the ritual blowing past him as if he were trapped inside a tempest. High atop the western mountain, high up on the barren, snowy peaks, the wind howls in a way that it hasn’t done for generations now. It presses past the shearing cap of the mountain, running along the jagged edges of the razor sharp, rocky cliff sides, the air whistling from the pressure behind it.


    Lights glow all around him, ambient baubles of world magic that flow within the world’s jet-streams, this high up. Generations ago, the world was flush and rich with magic. It was abundant with magic in amounts unheard of in this day and age. The air, the water, and the very soil of the world were absolutely teeming with raw, natural magic.


    But over time, it began to wane, with each new born child experiencing just a little less of it than their fathers and mothers had done during their days of youth.


    The cardinal exhales, the vapors of his warm breath being carried away by the pressure as he continues to channel magic into the sigil, carved into the rock.


    "Everything is in place!" yells a shrill voice into his ear. His assistant, the fairy, clings to his shoulder with both of her arms, barely able to hold on against the winds that blow her tiny body, covered in a thick, fairy-sized set of winter gear, around as if she were nothing at all.


    He nods as she lets go of his shoulder and is blown away like a leaf in the wind, vanishing into the storm that never stops.


    Ice and snow pelt his face as he turns to look back forward at the sigil, the circle carved into the rock. Standing across from him on the other side of the circle is the ever quiet cardinal from the south.


    The hero-summoning ritual is usually complicated and extensive. It would require the full, combined efforts of a powerful institution, such as the church, to summon a hero, using the magic of hundreds and hundreds of priests, locked together into one, unified channeling effort.


    


    
      
        
          	
            *~- [Ritual of the Golden Bell] -~*
          
        


        
          	
            10% Complete
          
        

      
    


    


    However, he is of the fortunate situation that this process can be bypassed if a sufficient source of ambient, world-magic were present to take the place of these men and women instead and he just so happens to be bishop to the mountain-city in the west, one of the last high-magic zones in the world and even more than that…


    His eyes lock onto the thing sitting in the middle of the stone-carved summoning circle. An old suit of dark, metal armor sits there in a jumbled heap in the middle of the circle. He hadn’t brought it here; it has always been here for as far back as the generations of this city can remember — a token relic from a forgotten age. The old suit of armor is leaning against a lance that is pressed into the stone with a force that could have only belonged to a great dragon-slayer of times now long since past.


    The peak of the western mountain is already the grave of an unnamed hero, forgotten by time. It is a rare site.


    This, together with the world’s magical jet-streams, means that there is more than enough magic for him and his colleague from the south to do what needs to be done.


    It is highly unorthodox, but this god-given test is nothing but an opportunity for the heavens to see how their children will fare in unorthodox situations without a nurturing hand to save them.


    


    
      
        
          	
            *~- [Ritual of the Golden Bell] -~*
          
        


        
          	
            11% Complete
          
        

      
    


    


    He fully intends to show them how much humanity has grown in their absence.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    "Beulah," says Isaiah, the heavy winds pressing through its feathers as it turns its head to look at the man, who it has finally been able to get to leave from his hidey-hole in the shrine on floor eighteen.


    Beulah, wearing an ornate, heavy robe fitting to his shrine that Teal had made for him, stands there with the shrine-maidens next to him. "I have asked little of you until now, but now I must ask for your help," explains Isaiah, looking at him and at the shrine-maidens, who are still wary of Isaiah, after their last encounter. The looming storm, pressing through its black wings, may do little to alleviate the negative image it has gained in their eyes. "The presence of people’s beliefs in me is held firmly in their hearts, but it is proven in the number of boots marching towards the tower and the number of temples being raised in my name."


    It looks back out over the storm, down towards the golden horde of lights and swords that flows down out around below the floating island, as if it were adrift in a sea of fireflies.


    "But these sites are few and far between," explains Isaiah. "In this time of crisis, I need to further establish myself. I need the people to know that, unlike their old gods, I am here for them and that I hear their cries amidst the never-ending nightmare."


    Isaiah looks back towards him. "Take your group," says the creature. "Move and spread in whichever direction there are people, and erect shrines to me," it orders. "Build as many as you can. Shrines. Temples. Monuments," asks Isaiah. "Seed my name through the jewel garden that is this world." It tilts its head, looking at him. "Will you do this for me?" it asks.


    Beulah rubs the back of his head, looking at Isaiah and then over to the kitsune at his side. "You’re kicking me out?" asks the man.


    "I am asking you to protect what is yours," replies Isaiah. "Alone, without the help of you and the rest of my flock, I may not be strong enough to keep this place safe forever, Beulah."


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Isaiah) has cast: [Greater Blessing]
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Beulah) has gained: [Tower Recall]
          
        


        
          	
            [Tower Recall]
          
        


        
          	
            Teleports you back to the tower of Isaiah.
          
        


        
          	
            Available once every {24} hours.
          
        

      
    


    


    "I didn’t even reply yet," says Beulah, as the glow washes over him.


    Isaiah shakes its head, staring back out towards the burning city in the west. "You are a good man, Beulah," it explains. "I already know what you will say." The world continues to burn, with vapors of smoke rising into the air, only to be quenched by the downpour.


    By the time it turns around to look, the man and his group are already gone.


    It’s good to have people who you can count on.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Scholar Anderwal] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Male, Scholar of the Witches’ Sect
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The City
          
        

      
    


    


    Absolutely fascinating.


    In the cover beneath a large piece of rubble that hangs over the fountain, Scholar Anderwal stands in the plaza by the dungeon-gate, taking notes and scribbling down everything he can into his journal as the world around them burns, despite the heavy rain.


    "SPILLE! SPILLE!" yells Witch Perchta, flying down to the ground and grabbing Witch Spillaholle, who was quietly sitting on the edge of the fountain next to him, and shakes her. Perchta points at the explosions ringing out around the city as holy monsters shoot past the walls and the towers, landing amidst the chaos of the assault. "That stupid bird is ruining my life again!" screams Perchta.


    Witch Spillaholle turns her head, looking at her. "Witch Perchta. Refrain from touching me," remarks Spillaholle.


    "Help meeee~!" cries Perchta, falling to her knees and grabbing Spillaholle’s hands. The witch cries, looking up at her friend. "Yovel says the monsters are getting trashed!" she explains. "Everything from that stupid tower is holy-attributed!"


    Spillaholle looks at her. "Witch Perchta. I will not allow your inability to find inner peace to erode my own."


    Perchta purses her lips, widening her eyes as she stares at her friend, clearly crying.


    Spillaholle sighs, clapping her book shut as she rises to her feet. "What do birds hate most?" asks Spillaholle.


    Witch Perchta sniffles… shaking her head.


    "Snakes?" guesses Anderwal, looking up from his journal.


    "Scholar Anderwal," says Witch Spillaholle, looking his way. "You are correct."


    "So, you’ll help?" asks Perchta.


    Anderwal notices the witch still looking at him as he feverishly makes notes out of the corner of his eye. He stops, looking up at them.


    "I will," remarks Spillaholle, pushing Perchta off of herself as she rises into the air.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Altweih] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Male, Initiate
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The City
          
        

      
    


    


    The boy in a red initiate’s robe runs, bounding around a corner and stumbling over himself, his shoulder-length brown hair covered in an odd grime made out of rain and ash. He tumbles over the cobblestones. People all around him are running away from the danger. He wants to get back up to his feet, but he can’t for some reason. His legs just don’t want to do what he wants them to.


    Following his fear, the boy instead crawls forward, biting his teeth and telling himself to get up. There’s no reason for him to be down here, he just tripped. He can get back up. He’s fine. He’s just too scared to get up.


    His eyes scan the crowd. There are hundreds of people everywhere. People run past him, by him, several of them run over him, pressing their boots against his outstretched arm or legs.


    Why isn’t anyone stopping?


    He looks around in fear, in misunderstanding. All of the people who he had spent every day of his life around, the friendly shopkeepers, the nice adventurers, the kind people of the city — not one of them stops to help him. He can see them looking his way as they run, sparing him an odd glance at most.


    — He grabs hold of someone’s leg, looking up at the man.


    "Hel-"


    "LET GO OF ME!" yells the man, kicking him in the ribs. He tumbles over, feeling something crack in his chest, his arm releasing from the half-stranger, a person who he has seen and interacted with dozens of times.


    He rolls, coming to a stop as he hits the wall of a building.


    Oh.


    He lays there, staring at the crowd running by, watching them all go, watching them all leave him behind. He can hear the screams in the air, the clacking of sharp claws against the stones as the things with too many teeth and talons come closer and closer. He turns his head around, able to move that much of his body, as he stares at the nightmare moving down the street.


    A monster of a man in black armor, fire shining off of his body, illuminating him as if he were a demon. Without a single qualm, the armored giant steps through flames, his armor covered in blood and soot as he approaches with calm, methodical steps, a broken axe in his hands — An omen of death.


    The boy winces, closing his eyes tightly, as the giant lifts the weapon.


    Thunder cracks, splitting the world.


    Rain pours down over his matted hair as he opens an eye, looking up at the figure standing above him. Her arms are extended, the heavy thread of massive beads on both of her arms placed together to catch the blade of the weapon above her wrists.


    "Why?" asks a voice, and he thinks it's hers, given that he’s confused by the somewhat random question.


    — She throws the uncoordinated giant’s arms back, planting a firm strike against his chestplate with just her bare fist, denting it, and sending him tumbling back, his body moving unnaturally, as if the armor were possessed by a ghost rather than a body with bones.


    The monk looks down at him, grabbing him and hoisting him to his feet.


    "Because I’m strong," is all that she says, as she looks down at him and then essentially throws him down the street without any further explanation.


    He somehow lands on his feet and looks back, watching as she squares up to the monster in the armor for only a moment before he runs off, following the other people trying to escape.

  


  Chapter 102: The brightness of the deep spirits


  
    


    
      
        
          	
            Let us never forget, in our obsession with living our lives, the brightness of fire.


            For as long as mankind has existed, born unto this world, fire has been our companion, given to us by the gods. Fire guarded the entrances to our shelters from the monsters of the clawing dark. Fire cooked our meats and provided us with warmth and societal development. Fire is the same light that embodies the human spirit, and yes, while we do need other elements to survive, such as water and air, fire is the essence of the soul.


            The bright spark behind hungry eyes, the hotness of deep rage, the heat of passionate love — all of these manifestations of the soul in the material world are things born of fire.


            Do not be afraid of fire.


            Fire is a pack animal, and we are its brothers.

          
        

      
    


    


     ~ Spirmagio’s Great Tome of the Elements, Chapter one


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [???] ~

          
        


        
          	
             Human, Female, Monk
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The City
          
        

      
    


    


    Smoke drifts through the air, the heat of so many fires carrying vivid sparks up towards the night sky, filling it all around the city as if the stars had crashed down low to the world. Despite the abundance of flames and lights in the sky, the darkness of the night is oppressive and crushing, as if these stars had, too, brought the void in which they rest down with them.


    Endless screams and cries ring out aloud, piercing through the air with the striking of a bell tolling an endless number of times towards a witching hour — midnight — that never seems to come.


    She lifts her gaze, looking at the monster in blackened armor, rising up unnaturally to its feet. Its boots stand firmly on the ground, yet its breastplate and helmet lie separate from one-another, pulling back together after a moment as if the suit of armor was possessed by a damned spirit. Metal rattles and glass clinks as the giant rights itself back up again, looking at her.


    It lifts the axe, readying itself for another round. Monsters crawl out of the darkness behind it. Countless silhouettes of fangs and claws reach out of the smoke in pursuit of the people escaping.


    — The world around them takes on a vivid glow of a new color of sunshine as an uncontrolled burst of radiant magic careens down the street, crashing into the houses between them. The wall breaks through, debris and rubble flying out in all directions as the house collapses down across the road, taking the neighboring structure with it, blocking off the entire way.


    The monk lowers her arms from her face as the last of the debris settles and looks down at her feet, where a face is lying upside down, staring up her way.


    "I flew too fast," says Orange, holding her hand over mouth and coughing, rain splashing down around her wings that lie on the street. "Ow."


    She bends down, grabbing the uthra, and helps her to her feet. "Why are you here?" asks the monk. Orange looks behind herself at the destroyed houses and then back at her and shrugs.


    "Because you’re here," replies Orange, looking at the monk.


    She looks at her for a moment and then shakes her head. "This isn’t the time for games," she says. "Please. Go back to the tower immediately," explains the woman, turning around. "You aren’t safe here." She walks off, needing to find a new way to reach the heart of the city.


    


    


    


    "It’s too heavy!" yells the man, standing next to an overturned carriage that is laying on its side on the door. The right side of it is covered in the rubble of a collapsed house, blocking both of the doors. People are inside the carriage, feverishly knocking on the ceiling and yelling. The man and several others are trying to remove the rubble to get them out, but the number of monsters coming out into the streets is just increasing by the minute.


    An adventuring party is here, keeping the scene as clear as they can, but they look like they’re ready to make a break for it themselves as the tide is beginning to turn out of their favor.


    Drakes are crawling around the burning rubble, small lizard-like creatures that will one day grow into full-sized dragons, the likes of which have mostly been exterminated in the wilds of the world, despite their thriving well deep inside the hearts of dungeons.


    She runs forward, through the fighting and the screaming, and lifts a hand, exhaling as she then forces it forward into the carriage’s roof. The solid wood, several inches thick, shatters as her fist strikes against it, creating a large hole that people begin fighting each other to be the first to crawl out of.


    Someone screams off to the side, and she looks as the adventuring party collects themselves together and makes a group effort to retreat as something crests around the bend. A dragon, young but ferociously large and easily the height of two men, rounds the bend, spotting them and roaring.


    – She reaches out, yanking the fleeing wizard of the party back towards herself, and looks him in the eyes. "Get ready to shoot another spell," she says. "Aim for its mouth."


    "Are you crazy?!" yells the man, pulling at her hands. "I’m level thirty-seven, lady! Let go of me!"


    She pulls him in, looking him in the eyes. "Cast the spell," she says sternly, setting him back down on his shaking legs as she turns around, running forward straight at the dragon, multiple drakes diving out of the rubble to nip at her legs and heels, most of them failing to get more than some loose fabric that their teeth rips through. The mother dragon closes its mouth, vapors collecting around its teeth as it gets ready to blast out whatever is collecting inside its belly.


    Her boots crunch on the stones and broken glass beneath her feet. A welp dives at her from straight ahead, and she lifts her leg, kicking off its torso as she jumps up to the furious mother dragon’s neck with surprising agility.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (???) has used: [Meadow Spring]
          
        

      
    


    


    Her hands grab its lower jaw and its nostril as she wraps her legs around its neck, pulling the lashing creature’s head up towards the air and forcing its mouth open, releasing an uncontrolled blast of violently streaming fire into the air. The dragon roars, kicking and lashing, striking its head against the walls of the broken houses in an attempt to get her off. She slams against the brickwork, gritting her teeth through the pain, fighting against its movements by kicking off the walls herself.


    "NOW!" yells the monk at the panicked wizard, who is still standing there, stuck between his group, which is trying to get him to leave, and the spell he already has prepared in his hands. She jumps down, pulling the dragon’s head with her, and rips its mouth open. The panicked wizard screams, throwing his spell through the night and straight towards them. A chaotic stream of arcane magic bullets fly forward and straight into the dragon’s exposed mouth and neck, tearing through its core from the soft, exposed insides.


    The panicked adventurers yank their caster away as the spell fades, and they and the people of the carriage vanish off into the night. She tightens her grip as the dragon sputters and chokes, dozens of whelps around them screaming in rage as their matriarch is killed.


    She looks at the small monsters as the heavy neck in her grasp falls limp.


    They slowly back away.


    But not fast enough.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            (???) has used: [{04} Savannah Crush]
          
        

      
    


    


    The surrounded family runs away. The zombie’s body shudders as her fist breaks its ribcage, a wave of energy pulsing through its body at once, breaking all of its bones and causing it to fall down to the ground. With a sweeping kick, she knocks another two down and then jumps over them, clinging onto a statue that she clambers up with animal grace, before kicking off of it and grabbing hold of an open upper-story window of a house that she swings into.


    She looks around the child’s bedroom, panting, and then runs to the window across the room to climb back out of it. Dolls and toys lie strewn over the floor and the furniture.


    Grabbing hold of the window, she pulls it open and then looks down to the street on the outside of the house. She climbs out of the window and drops down, catching herself with a small roll over her shoulder.


    People scream down the way, and she turns, running in their direction.


    A group of city guards is surrounded, but they are holding their own with a circle of tower shields against a swarm of monsters.


    She runs forward, jumping over rocks and rubble to move towards the group of men, their metal wall covered in deep, heavy scars and surrounded by heaps of dead monsters that more and more simply crawl over, in some areas bypassing the tower shields entirely by just dropping over them after ascending a staircase of corpses.


    — A massive wooden support beam, easily hundreds of kilos in weight and the length of several men together, crashes through the mass. An explosion of dust and debris flies into the air as the defensive line quite literally explodes from the force of the impact. Monsters rush in, undeterred by the chaos that had mangled several of their own, and tear the men of the broken circle down to red stones. Fire spreads, eating away at the ring of houses around the plaza.


    The monk turns her head, watching as her body shakes with slow, rhythmic pulses that she would mistake for the beat of her heart if not for the fact that she can see the vibrations being caused by the heavy, crushing steps of the dark giant.


    The same one as before.


    The screaming seems to be quiet to the both of them as it simply, slowly turns its head, looking towards her, its dented breastplate marred by her fist in their prior encounter, and lifts an arm, striking against itself as a hoarse exhalation rings out around the plaza. It's a deep, heavy exhalation that feels as if she could feel it on her face even at this distance.


    She runs forward, the beads on her arms rattling as she plants a foot on a dead man’s chest and presses off of it, her fist raised as she lunges.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (???) has used: [{07} River Impact]
          
        

      
    


    


    The woman flies through the air, the sharpness of her form cutting through the smoke and the ash; the streams of air traveling behind her fist that resemble flowing waters trailing behind her fist as she presses onward, striking at the monster who catches her hand. Its arm lurches back, its shoulder seemingly dislocating, but this isn’t betrayed by any hint of pain.


    A quake of energy blasts out around them, the shockwave throwing monsters away into the night and rolling corpses off into the flames that burn abundant all around them, forming the arena of their duel as they take light, the dense fats of their bodies burning hotly.


    "What are you?" she asks, glaring into the helmet of the man as the ripple moves through his body from his arm through to his chest, shaking his form into something inconsistent, that then returns to the form of a man once the energy dissipates.


    His chest heaves as he breathes, his strange, acidic breath pressing against her like a summer storm as the metal of his helmet touches that of his breastplate as he looks down to meet her gaze. "Strong," is all that he replies with.


    His hand clamps down over her fist, and he flings her to the side. She hurtles through the air, tumbling over the stones and then catching herself, sliding as she meets the edge of the flames around them. They lick her skin, the orange and red tendrils rising up to meet her hair of the same color, as if they were seeking their brethren.


    — The monk jumps forward, returning to the fight, her fist crashing into his leg, the limb unnaturally breaking off and flying backwards, connected by a sickly, wet tendril of slime to the rest of the body that glitters in the light of the encroaching flames. But instead of losing his balance, the giant simply crashes his hand down over her shoulder, striking down into the space between her neck and her shoulder with a bundled fist. Wood rattles as she just barely catches it, blocking it with her wrist, bent up over her shoulder.


    Grabbing his wrist, she twists it, instinctively trying to throw the man onto his side as she would do with any armored opponent. A heavily armored enemy’s greatest weakness is their footing. If they lose it, they’re at a significant disadvantage.


    Of course, this muscle memory proves useless.


    The man’s wrist simply twists for as far as she can turn it without any further problems.


    — A heavy hand grabs the back of her head, wrapping its fingers around her head, and then slams her down toward the stones.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (???) has used: [Meadow Spring]
          
        

      
    


    


    Her boot presses off of his chest, kicking off of his body. His chestplate, held together by an inconsistent force, gives way. His arm, unable to resist tension, pulls out of its socket as she yanks on it, flying forward gracelessly from the power of the ability, skidding over the stones and the rubble, bloodying her face and arms as she rolls. Her bent knee lands in a row of brightly burning flames, fueled by the melting fat of a heap of corpses, and she screams, pulling herself out of it after a moment of panicked daze.


    Panting, she rises to her feet, wincing and looking down at the gauntlet in her arm and then at the blackened spot on her leg, where the fabric of her robes has burned away, the bone of her knee-cap becoming indistinctly visible.


    — Wet dribbles out of the metal glove, dripping down to the stones like blood.


    It drips the stones and then, puddling, begins to flow like a serpent away from her and back towards the monster in the armor, returning to become a part of the whole once again.


    She looks down at the empty gauntlet and then at the monster before tossing it to the side.


    Apart from the one gauntlet, the giant pulls itself fully back together, its legs and chest back in place, its legs restored and from the missing arm comes out a lashing, slimy tendril. The appendage extends outwardly, far longer than its other arm.


    Without emotion, without light in its eyes, without the grace of anything akin to the love of a god, it lurches forward towards her — unrelenting, like a monster from a nightmare that never stops its pursuit until the dreamer awakes upon being caught.


    She moves forward, getting ready to return to the fight for another round. But she winces, falling over as her knee fails from its injuries. The monk catches herself on her palms, crawling like an animal for a step, and then jumps forward with her other leg instead.


    In her old life, she was a dungeon killer, a member of an extermination team.


    It was her job to go to the new-born dungeons of the world and to eliminate them if they were incompatible with humanity. In pure theory, this magic phrase meant ensuring that they were safe for society to be around. But in reality, it meant that she was simply tasked with destroying the dungeons that couldn’t be easily milked for profit by the powers that be in the world, as if they were beasts trapped in a horrific farm.


    In her life before that one, she was a monk.


    She trained day in and day out for years to become someone strong, someone capable of protecting the world through the sheer advanced mastery of her own heart, body, and soul, using those as powers to tighten and strengthen her form beyond human norms.


    Strong. It’s a good word, isn’t it? It’s a good feeling to be strong — to have strength to use.


    She became strong.


    The woman’s fist collides with the giant’s remaining armored hand, which had also formed the same violent shape as hers, sending ripples through both of their bodies as their forceful impacts meet one another. Something cracks deep inside her elbow. Her arm is broken.


    — The monster’s tendril slaps against her from the side, sharply whipping against her side. She flies to the side, falling over her bad leg as something wet and acidic burns on the skin of her neck.


    But in that old life as a dungeon exterminator, did she ever  really  help a single person?


    She jumps forward again.


    Why, when she was so strong, was she sent to fight unimportant low-level dungeon-cores of all things? Why wasn’t she sent to fight witches? Why wasn’t she sent to fight the real, true monsters of this world? Why wasn’t she sent to hunt the horrific, gnashing teeth in the endless night of the soulless oblivion that exists within this world? The monsters that walk amongst men, without the lights of fire in their hearts and souls?


    — The giant’s eyes glint in the midnight that she shares with it as they both lose their footing. She lands on her bad leg, wincing and stumbling back, falling.


    The woman gets up again, bracing herself, and then returns to her fighting posture.


    Why did she waste the fruits of her soul just to help a few people become richer than they already were? Why did she waste that beautiful gift of life and strength she was given? The spring of her existence, as Isaiah would call it? She can’t explain her past. Despite her training and her expertise, even she was susceptible to the trap of fate — simply falling into place somewhere in the world and accepting that as her life without questioning it any deeper.


    It was only through the entity, Isaiah, that she even came to realize the road she was on. She, unlike her colleagues from the extermination team, was the only one spared from ending up where it led.


    The monk leaps forward again, fire burning in her spirit brighter than the flames of the city around them, and the giant comes barreling straight at her, the radiant glow of haunting moonlight locked in its eyes.


    The human spirit isn’t something that should be wasted on idle existence. It’s too precious. It burns too hot and goes out too quickly.


    The fire of the soul burns so brightly, with so much radiance and heat, that to simply let that flow off into the endless night, rather than allowing it to warm the hearts and lives of those around oneself is such a waste that it is perhaps the greatest tragedy that could take place within life. To be cold, to be empty, to be without love, faith, and passion, to live without the spark of joyous passion for existence in one’s eyes, is to be separate from the true purpose of life.


    — To shine brightly and warm those around oneself, before the fuel runs out.


    She lifts her non-dominant arm, wood rattling in her ears, proof of the devotion to her principles and soul as she lunges towards the monster that comes to meet her in the middle. Her hair flies through the air like wildfire.


    Strong.


    If not then, at least now, if only just for a little while — she burned strongly.


    Gods bless Isaiah.


    — Her body flies out of its trajectory as something crashes into her. The heavy gauntlet strikes against Orange’s back, the monk’s fist into her front as the uthra dives into the attacks. She and the uthra fly off, gracelessly tumbling over stones, rubble, and one another, her body being tightly held as they roll.


    The two of them come to a stop.


    Dazed, she looks at the uthra, trying to orient herself. She herself is lying down on the ground. Orange is lying over her. Visible behind the uthra is a broken, crooked wing, rising and falling with the short, raspy breaths that come from a source held beneath broken ribs. The monk grabs the uthra, pushing her up.


    "Are you okay?!" she asks. "Why are you here?!" asks the woman, staring up at the dirty, crying face that has an ugly expression and a quivering lip. Droplets fall down onto her face, separate from the rain.


    "B- Because you’re here!" yells Orange, flailing and howling out of the woman’s grasp, hitting her repeatedly, a burning shine of fire reflected in her wet eyes. She tries to fly up into the air, but her left wing is broken. "You’re my best friend!" cries the uthra.


    Heavy boots shake the ground as the giant stomps toward them, coming closer and closer. She looks past Orange, seeing the giant raise a hand into the air, holding a heavy piece of rubble in it.


    The monk, holding Orange’s shoulder, uses her good leg to flip them over so that she herself is on top. The uthra screams as she lands on her hurt wing, the monk laying over her on her hurt chest.


    She closes her eyes as the stone comes down.

  


  Chapter 103: The red serpent's scales are made of threads


  
    


    
      
        
          	
            Vampiris Sanguis


            The tales of vampires as creatures that lurk in the darkness of nightfall are as old as we can trace back all of our forefather’s written records of the world. Vampires are undead monstrosities that sustain themselves from the blood of the living. Vampires, as vulgar animals, are not picky about the source of the blood that they desire.


            A person is turned into a vampire if they are cut, bitten, or otherwise infected with the spit or bodily fluids of another vampire. Within seventy-hours, the victim will succumb to their symptoms, devolving into a monster, which we colloquially call ‘ghouls’.


            Ghouls are the lowest stage of a vampire’s existence, maintaining their human form in the same way that a zombie might. Ghouls are mindless, incredibly agile beasts that only exist for the hunt. They primarily sustain themselves on the flesh and blood of the living.


            During this time, the entity will slowly devolve, its body essentially melting down into itself as the muscles sag and the bones rot from the inside out, until the ghoul is nothing more than a strange, shambling heap of meat that cannot hold itself upright any longer.


            It is during this phase, that the ghoul will then begin to cocoon, as it were, laying as a rotting, fetid clump of meat that rearranges itself, growing new limbs and extending old ones outward into the horrific monstrosities that are vampires in their most common life stage.


            Vampires are anything but human, existing as masses of shapeless flesh with dozens of arms for legs and a neck as long as a full man’s height. They have no eyes, but teeth in the hundreds instead. They become incredibly potent, highly deceptive, yet still heartless killing machines that exist only for the purposes of hunting, though with much more cunning than in their previous stage.


            It is only after an uncertain time that this stage then too falls into a new cocoon cycle, to later emerge as the higher vampires, who walk amongst us in the night, dressed in the skin of men and women.


            It is assumed that out of every thousand victims of the ghoul sickness, only one survives long enough in its mindless hunt to reach the adult stage of an elder vampire, but even then, their numbers are thin, as vampire society is highly contentious, killing just as many of their own if not more than the church’s hunters ever might.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ Of vampires, Leid Lusco’s Tome on the Undead


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [???] ~

          
        


        
          	
             Human, Female, Monk
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The City
          
        

      
    


    


    — Glass cracks, the crackling of the noise spreading through her ears as if she were standing on the edge of a lake, the cool waters of which were freezing over in the heart of winter.


    The monk looks over her shoulder, her vision filled with the vividly contrasting colors of spring that cut through the fire-filled night.


    A magical, prismatic wall of holy-magic cuts through the air behind her, the rock having smashed against it inches from her back, the blurred image of a giant shadow standing beyond it, as if it were the looming night she could see from within the confines of a warm home through the thick windows.


    Hands reach down, grabbing her and pulling her to her feet. She winces, her bad arm and leg both being moved. The red uthra flies in, landing down and grabbing Orange, helping the crying uthra up. "Come on! Move!" says a familiar voice. She looks at the priestess of Isaiah who has helped her to her feet, Rorate. Rorate turns her head. "Scion!"


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Scion) has used: [Feather Hail {Isaiah}]
          
        

      
    


    


    — The wall of holy magic crumbles apart, the flat pane of glass melting and pressing itself together into a floating array of one thousand glass feathers that immediately launch forward, throwing the rock back against the giant, knocking its chestplate straight out of its body together with the heavy stone and launching them both across the plaza. It separates from its arms and legs, which drop down to the ground. Slime flies everywhere as hundreds of the glass feathers shoot forward, cutting holes into the gooey monster as it tries to crawl out of the armor’s many pieces, trying to piece itself together into one coherent mass within the hailstorm of shattering glass.


    "What are you doing here?" asks the monk as Rorate lends her a shoulder. The priestess looks at her, slowly starting to walk off with her held against herself. She looks over her shoulder, watching the giant fail to reassemble itself under Scion’s attack. Slime splashes everywhere, and the puddle is not able to collect itself together anywhere without being blasted by a new spell by the other priestess of Isaiah.


    "Isaiah sent us," replies Rorate.


    She sighs, presumably knowing that she should have thought as much herself. "Heal me," says the monk. "I’m not going back," she explains, looking around the city. "There are still people here who need help."


    Rorate looks at her and shakes her head. "Yeah, you’re one of them," replies the dark-elf, holding a hand against her chest. "We can’t heal this kind of stuff here. We need to go back home."


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Rorate) has used: [Field-Medic: Reassurance]
          
        

      
    


    


    A soft warmth moves through her body, taking the edge off of the pain that she feels in her bad knee and arm. The monk winces as something else moves her. Red flies in, yanking her collar forward. She hisses through her gritted teeth.


    "Fuck you for making me come here, dick!" says the uthra, looking her in the eyes.


    "Don’t be mean, Red!" says Orange through her own tears, holding on to Red as she carries her off through the air.


    "Fuck you too," says Red, flying through the night with Orange held in her grasp, as they shoot off towards the tower, leaving the ‘humans’ behind to walk their way out through the city.


    Scion runs after them, catching up and watching the area. She whistles.


    — Black, Gray and White shoot in from the streets, grabbing the three of them.


    The monk looks back down over her shoulder, looking behind them as, in the fires and the smoke that obscure her vision of the plaza they leave behind, a shambling, strange silhouette pieces itself together, rising to its feet once more like a body reshaping itself out of broken ribs and sinew.


    They rise into the air, flying off over the city, being carried by the uthra, and the sight of the creature vanishes in the darkness. She’s sure that in her last second of vision, it was looking up through the smoke after her.


    She wonders as they go, as they escape, if she did better this time?


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah watches, with its hands held behind its back, with tense posture and stiff eyes, waiting for its children to return to it. It had not wanted them to go, but there was no other way, was there?


    It tilts its head, staring off into the distance, wondering if this feeling of uselessness is natural for a parent to feel when its children are off in the world by themselves, out in the reaches of danger from both claw and fang, away from the protecting wings of their elders.


    It will have to do more.


    It may be that it cannot leave the island to help directly, but it can do other things, can’t it?


    Isaiah lifts up off of the tower, shooting up high, high into the air, up towards the reaches of the sky. It lifts a talon up towards the clouds, spinning a finger around in a circle.


    This foul rain stains the land, covering it in the stench of witchcraft. It is an abomination against nature, against the goodness of soft clouds and sky-water, which would come to nourish the soul of the world on kinder days.


    


    
      
        
          	
            Isaiah has used: [Sacred Water]
          
        

      
    


    


    It channels its magic into the clouds, filling them with holy energies that they transfer into their rains, which are polluted and blackened.


    


    
      
        
          	
            Isaiah has used: [Forbearance {Rain}]
          
        

      
    


    


    The storm intensifies now more than ever, the water violently shaking within each droplet, as the magical forces of holy energy and witchcraft press against one another, tearing each rain droplet asunder into dozens of smaller ones, shifting the rain from a pelleting storm to a strange, soft fog of volatile magic that sinks down over the world, obscuring and quenching everything in a dense mist that falls from the sky.


    A little holiness will do the world some good.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Witch Spillaholle] ~

          
        


        
          	
             ???, Female, Witch of the Red-String
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The City
          
        

      
    


    


    What utter nonsense.


    Witch Spillaholle floats up high in the air, her stiff, simple dress billowing in the winds of the storm as she lifts her gaze, staring up towards the fog that descends over her. It seems that the enemy has used its magic to twist Perchta’s spell against her.


    This is well and good.


    But it is nonsense for her to be here, no?


    The woman, hovering in the air, lifts her hands as the mist drapes down over her body, covering her as if it were a shawl, laid over her as if to hide the shame that she feels for having been driven into action from her usually preferred state of distant composure.


    Witch Perchta is her own creature. She accepts her existence for being what it is. That is all well and good. But the reason she is up here is more complicated than that. It’s ridiculous and quite unbefitting of her title and position and also of her aspirations for life.


    She looks down at her sleeve, staring at the dried, pressed white flower that she has hidden, pinned to the inside of her folded cuffs. The great witch of the east, it would seem, has fallen for the mortal trap of over-extending out of her comfort zone in order to impress someone. How fully unnecessary this is. She could be down on the ground, reading instead.


    Why is she even here? She should have stayed at home. Perchta is so troublesome.


    Her spider-white hair hangs heavy, soaked down against her nape from the weather. The woman just quite doesn’t know what to do with herself.


    She lifts a finger, flicking the condensing water off of her skin as if it were sweat born of heavy, panting breaths as she thinks of the person she wants to impress, for reasons that are, in and of themselves, nonsensical. Humanity is the worst. She just wants to read her books. But now, the last tinge of her own base humanity has made her do things that stop her from being able to engage in life's simple pleasures. Instead, she's up here, as if she were a base creature like Witch Perchta, driven solely by her senseless emotions.


    Witch Spillaholle sighs, lifting a hand, looking out of the corners of her eyes to see if he's watching her as she casts her spell.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Spillaholle) has used: [Curse {Serpent's Fateful Revelation}]
          
        

      
    


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Red] ~

          
        


        
          	
             Uthra, Female, Worker {7}
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The City
          
        

      
    


    


    Red flies through the sky, eager to get out of this human shithole as fast as she can. Orange is clinging to her. The rain changes, the heavy storm of corrupted waters shifting to a mist that is intermingled with Isaiah’s touch. She sighs in relief, feeling the familiar waters touch her face.


    The uthra looks down at the city as they fly. The monsters down below, thousands of creatures in states of hunger and rage, scream and retreat to the shadows, crashing into houses and holes beneath the streets as they fight one-another in a desperate attempt to get out of the holy-water that burns their skin and eyes.


    — A color shift comes over the sky.


    Red flies, looking back over her shoulder as arcs of some strange magic move through the visually full night, red ropes, thick cords that are each the size of a tree shoot out into all directions, whipping and lashing through the sky like a hydra’s many heads and from them dangle down smaller strings, falling through the air like the cut cords that belong to a marionette’s master.


    "The fuck is that?" asks Red. "Black, fucking move!" she barks as one of the red strings comes from above and pierces straight through him.


    Black blinks, looking down at the string and then touching it.


    His hand goes through it. The uthra looks back at her and shrugs. "I think I’m fine," he says. The uthra blinks, looking around himself. "Red? Guys?" he asks, where’d you go?"


    Red flies over to him, grabbing his shoulder with her free hand.


    — A string pierces through her too, and she looks down at it and at her empty arms, which had been carrying Orange a second ago.


    Orange and Black are both gone. Everyone is gone.


    Confused, Red floats in the air, looking around herself at the empty night, the color of which has left and faded out entirely, except for the red strings that span across everywhere, cutting into the sky, going through houses and doorways, like the strands of a confused spider’s web.


    "The fuck?" asks Red, looking around herself. "Orange!" calls Red, her voice vanishing into the night. "Black!"


    No response.


    She looks around herself.


    The string on her chest, intangible as it is despite her best efforts to pull it out of herself, pulls taut.


    Red looks down at the weight attached to the bottom of it.


    "Hey, Ruby!" says an excited voice. "Ruby! Ruby! Is that you?" asks the woman. Red’s eyes go wide as she stares at the laughing face dangling down below her. The entity, a creature made entirely out of gemstones that have taken the shape of an animal, points at itself. "Ruby! It’s me! Emerald!" says the dungeon-core, whom she knows to be dead, excitedly. "Wow! Look at you!" she says. "You’ve ah… huh… well, I think you looked better as a gemstone, honestly," says the entity.


    "Emerald…?" asks Red in disbelief as she stares at the dungeon-core she had once worked for.


    "Hi, Ruby! It’s been a while, huh?" starts the core, going on a whole ramble about the afterlife that she immediately starts to tune out as a new voice comes in.


    "…Red?" asks the other voice. The string in her core pulls to the side, a knot forming as it ties itself together into a new end, connecting to another presence that she also knows to be dead.


    "Maroon…" whispers Red beneath her breath, looking at the entity of an old color that forms back together into a whole before her eyes. Her old partner, who had died together with the Emerald core. "You’re dead… What the fuck?" The uthra floats back a bit, the strings pulling taut as she moves, pulling the weight of the other two along with her.


    Maroon lifts his eyes, looking at her, and she feels a thudding in her chest, where the string begins to tightly wind itself together. "Red…" says the man, holding out a hand to touch her face.


    "- GET THE FUCK AWAY FROM ME!" screams Red, swiping his hand out of the way as she looks around herself, more and more strings coming into place, as faces of everyone she knows who has died begin to form in the mist, each one of them tied to her with a knot that slowly begins to drag her down out the air from their weight that pulls against her.

  


  Chapter 104: On the other side


  
    


    
      
        
          	
            Dragon milking is a dangerous and demanding procedure that should only be done by dragon handlers with extensive experience, as they are not traditionally kept creatures.


            The first step is to slowly approach the dragon and ensure that it is calm and at ease. Once the dragon has been subdued, the milker must grasp its horns with care and place a sufficiently large pail beneath its chin.


            To stimulate milk production, the milker must then lightly squeeze the dragon's neck, running their hands over it for a time. The neck of a dragon is lined with a series of oil secreting glands beneath their scales that release a greasy, foggy, amber liquid, which will run down the creature’s neck, dripping off of the scaled point of its chin.


            Care must be taken not to irritate the dragon during the milking process, as they are notoriously unpredictable and extremely dangerous.


            In the wild, this liquid is constantly secreted by the dragons as a protective mechanism for their thin, long, and thermally vulnerable necks. However, when a mother dragon lays a clutch of eggs, her body will begin to fill this otherwise plain, fatty liquid with nutritionally dense nutrients from her body, causing it to become a thick, off-white ‘milk’, with which she can feed her young during times of poor hunting.


            The secretion collected in the pail can be utilized for various purposes, such as producing cheese or potions. It is exceptionally nutritious and sweet, and its consumption carries very powerful benefits.


            There are very few farmers across the world who attempt this dangerous practice, creating an incredible spectrum of prices for even small amounts of the substance, as well as giving rise to a large counterfeit and black market.

          
        

      
    


    


     ~ Dragons and their milk, An unusual reptile


    


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [???] ~

          
        


        
          	
             Human, Female, Monk
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Spirit World
          
        

      
    


    


    Everyone is gone.


    She wanders down the street, hobbling through the empty fog that has quenched the fires and the smoke, immediately shifting the tone of the city from a hellish warscape to that of a sunken place, a place that has been swallowed by the waters of the world, drowning all of the cries, screams, and terror that had been felt only moments before.


    A red cord, strung from the sky above that she can no longer see, pierces through her chest like a great serpent that then winds off, vanishing into the mists of the city.


    The woman holds her bad arm, limping as she walks onward.


    — The string pulls taut, despite its intangibility and her inability to touch it and her body stops, a weight pulling back on it.


    The monk looks back behind herself, staring at the silhouette that walks out of the fog, looking around himself in confusion. The string presses through his chest too. He’s an older man, a geo-mancer.


    That man died during the assault on Isaiah’s tower. He was thrown off floor six and fell to his death.


    Behind him, in the fog, walk other silhouettes. String, one single thing, connects all of them together and to her. She looks at her old team, the destruction team, with whom she went to the tower in order to destroy it. All of them had died that day. The shieldswain, who lost his head, the necromancer, who fell from the boss arena, the priest, who died in the explosion on the staircase, all of them stand there, looking around and then at her.


    "Hey," says the geo-mancer, lifting a hand.


    She looks at them. This is clearly witchcraft. "You’re all dead," she simply says, shaking her head. "Stay that way." The monk turns back forward, limping onward towards the only light that shines true through the fog, off on the horizon as a single star in the mist.


    The light of the tower of Isaiah.


    


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Red] ~

          
        


        
          	
             Uthra, Female, Worker {7}
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Spirit World
          
        

      
    


    


    "It’s me!" says the man, pulling on the string that connects them together.


    "Fuck off!" yells Red, looking back over her shoulder at the man. "Maroon and Emerald are both dead." She points at the two souls. "I don’t know what you are, but you’re not them." The uthra looks around herself, trying to figure out what happened. She turns her head, seeing only one single thing of note in the distance that differentiates itself from the foggy city.


    There, off on the horizon, shines a light as if it were the only star in the sky.


    The tower.


    Red flies off towards it.


    Crystals clack together, the dungeon-core made out of emerald gemstones taking on various geometric shapes as she flies after her. "I dunno, Ruby, I feel pretty alive, you know? Haha!" says the entity, a woman’s voice coming out of nowhere coherent. The hundreds of emeralds were shifting and churning like a flock of birds in flight.


    A person appears in front of her, cutting off her path and blocking her. The man holds his hands out, stopping her in mid-flight and grabs her shoulders. "Red. It’s really me," he says.


    Red looks at him, feeling the palm pressing against her chest, above her heart, that strikes against the hand, as if reaching out to touch it.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Tulsi] ~

          
        


        
          	
             Human, Female, Classless (Child)
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Spirit World
          
        

      
    


    


    Tulsi looks around herself, shaking as she holds her body, drenched from the rain. A string pushes through her, cutting into her body, but she can’t touch it. It’s just… a presence of sorts, stuck against her as if it were a ray of morning sunlight.


    Not sure what to do, she follows along, calling out for her sister. But nobody responds.


    The girl sniffles, rubbing her wet eyes, before she walks through the foggy city, not sure where it is that she’s going.


    Should she go back home?


    Jizalia can find her there if she goes back.


    But what about the monsters? It’s not safe. Where is everybody?


    "Hellooo?" calls the girl, looking around herself.


    No response.


    Her words vanish into the fog, as if swallowed whole by it.


    She’s all alone.


    "…I want to go home…" sniffles Tulsi, rubbing her face.


    "Tell me about it," says a woman’s voice. Tulsi stiffens up, turning to look at the stranger. She’s floating in the air a few feet off the ground. Her long, blond hair is matted in the wetness of the fog and drapes down from beneath her pointed, floppy, wide-brimmed hat.


    She looks down at herself and then at the woman, who also has a red string connected to her.


    The two of them look down, staring at the strand that ties them together.


    "Do I know you?" asks the stranger, raising an eyebrow.


    Tulsi sniffles, shaking her head. "I’m looking for my sister."


    The woman sighs, rolling her eyes. "Well, you got the wrong person," she says, sighing and then floating away into the fog.


    "Wait!" calls Tulsi.


    "Get a job!" yells the woman over her shoulder.


    Tulsi stands there by herself, not sure what that’s supposed to mean.


    A job?


    What kind of job is she supposed to be able to do? What a mean woman. The girl shakes her head and then looks around in the fog. "Jizalia!" she calls, trying to find her sister in the mist.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Witch Perchta] ~

          
        


        
          	
             ???, Female, Witch of the Blackwater
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Spirit World
          
        

      
    


    


    This was her fault for asking Spilli for help.


    Perchta grumbles, looking around herself and then down at the string that pierces through her chest now that she’s gotten away from that weird kid.


    It’s a red string of fate.


    Like the arteries of an underground river, fate runs all across the world, connecting people, places, and creatures to one another in a link that exists physically but only in the spirit-world, which is where they are now.


    This is Spillaholle’s affinity — the witch of the Red string. She can interfere with the clear separations of the many realities of the divine – the underworld, the physical world, and the heavens – and break them apart, allowing pieces of these realms to drift into one another in specific locations.


    The spirit-world is a tricky place.


    It looks just like the real world, as it is simply a layer that lays over it like a draped fabric over a chair, but there are rules.


    There are things that would prevent one from leaving the spirit-world, essentially causing death.


    Eating or partaking of food, for example, will tie one to the spirit-world forever.


    Getting killed by any of the creatures that reside in the fog will destroy one’s essence. They have yet to arrive, as the shift is fresh, but they’ll wander here from the far reaches of the other plane soon enough, now that there are fresh souls to smell. Creatures, monsters that lie even out of her own control.


    Falling for the tricks and traps of the many cunning ghosts who take the forms of those who would cause weakness in the hearts of a person, so that they can keep them here long enough to be trapped in one of the many ways. A pact, a promise to stay will make sure that a person never leaves and the ghosts will go far out of their way to trap the living here with them.


    Witch Spillaholle isn’t deadly in her own right in the same way that her magic is. But it is broadly, far more potent. Spillaholle doesn’t do the killing. She just brings people to a place where they’ll die on their own.


    Perchta looks down at the string of fate that pierces even through her own chest and turns her head, following it as it snakes down a trail, down towards the distance outside of the city, where there glows a single star in the mist.


    — The tower.


    "I HATE YOU!" yells Perchta at the emptiness in which the light shines, hoping that the feathered freak who lives up there can hear her, even in this other domain.


    Perchta turns her head, looking down at the wishing fountain at the center of the dungeon plaza. The waters of the black-fountain bubble and boil here in the spirit-world, where the essence of her curse over it is visible. Dark vapors rise up from it, staining the fog around her.


    She has to get out of here before the eaters arrive.


    Even if one survives them, getting lost here for too long will make it impossible to leave. The tinge of the spirit world works like an anchor on the soul.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Red] ~

          
        


        
          	
             Uthra, Female, Worker {7}
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Spirit World
          
        

      
    


    


    Red looks at the familiar face of the person she once loved.


    Sure, in that other life he had a different form, as was the case with every life of theirs prior. The two of them had served many dungeon cores together. They came and went, and in all of the cases, barring one, the two of them escaped while the core died, allowing them to live on and then serve a new core later.


    Except for the instance of the emerald-core, the dungeon that had broken her before she found this new life.


    "We can stay here, Red," says the man, his words twisting around her heart, making her feel as if the very blood of her essence were coming to a slow crawl, as if the memory of a deeply nostalgic summer were placing itself at the forefront of her mind.


    Life was so good back then.


    She was always alright with everyone, but she never felt understood in a real, deep, true way until she met him. Maroon was everything for her.


    "It’s not so bad. Everyone is here. There’s me, there’s Emerald," he says, explaining. The dungeon core crackles and glows alight, still talking in the background, despite the fact that she is clearly ignoring her.


    Emerald has always been a non-stop talker, always chattering like some chirping bird day and night.


    "Look," he says, pointing at the many strings that come from her. They run off in all directions. Each of them is connected to a soul with which she is, in some fashion, bound. "All of the others are here too; they’re just not here yet," he explains. "Yellow, Purple, Blue, everyone."


    She looks back at him as he stares into her eyes, a hand on her cheek as he slowly leans in to claim a kiss, as might have been done in those warm, soft days of a time now prior. "…I missed you…"


    Red looks at him, feeling something wet on her cheek. She lifts a hand, placing it on his face as she leans in too. "Maroon…" says Red, looking at the lost, true love of her soul through blurry eyes as their lips come close.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Red) has used: [Isaiah - Seasonality: {Chronal Decay}]
          
        

      
    


    


    "You’re fucking dead to me," says Red, her hand glowing vividly with the magic of Isaiah that she is able to channel through herself as a high-level dungeon worker. The air rushes, the spirit twists and shakes, Maroon’s body lashing out all around itself as his arms and legs seem to go wild, stretching and warping as the soul that has been here for a time now changes and shifts, as if it had been sitting here in rot and decay for a forgotten aeon.


    His limbs grow long and slender, dripping down towards the ground below them like the long, hanging roots of a tree over a cliff-side. He screams, his head dropping into his chest and his chest falling into itself.


    — Red doesn’t watch whatever happens to him and instead stares off towards the star on the horizon. That old season of her life is over. She lives in a new world now. A new spring has come and with it, new radiance and joy of life.


    The uthra holds a hand over her chest and flies off to get back to Isaiah.

  


  Chapter 105: The shine of the meek


  
    


    
      
        
          	
            It lives amongst us, the monster with too many faces. It is grotesque and twisted and takes on as many shapes as it has eyes, teeth, and mouths — all in overabundance. Its body seems to contract inwardly and outwardly as it shambles; its meat is dense and supple, rippling as the many marrow-filled bones beneath it move in ambling coordination.


            Each of its thousand faces contorts and shifts into expressions that can only be called a mockery of God as it smiles and snarls, cries, howls, and sings all at once in a never ending chorus of abundant befoulment. It has more tongues than there are snakes in the world, with feet that stamp out the lights of dull candles, shining meekly in the darkness.


            It lives within our homes and our cities. It finds itself sitting at the tables with us, dining with merry laughter. It plays with our children in the parks of the city, and it squares off with the men at the rallying ground, readying themselves for combat. It climbs, slithering into the highest thrones and it slinks its way, reaching and groping as it makes its way into cold beds, promising to fill them with warmth, most abundant, as a smile comes over the presented face of the ten-thousand more behind it.


            Beware, traveler; if you find yourself staring in a mirror at night, not knowing who it is that you’re looking at, then understand that you are the monster with too many faces.


            You must find one and stick with it.


            And all of those others, you must bury in the darkness and never let them be seen again.


            This is how you become an actualized person, confident, strong, and loved.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ How I beat my Marrowgold Dust addiction and how you can too


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Rorate] ~

          
        


        
          	
             Dark-Elf, Female, Fighter + Field-Medic
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Spirit World
          
        

      
    


    


    Rorate stands in the mist, holding an old sword she had picked up from the ground. It was likely a possession that belonged to someone who didn’t make it.


    The dark-elf looks around herself, staring through the mist at the regions of the world that she isn’t familiar with. However, her countless hours of research, of studying the old tomes that she had bought from adventurers in her pursuit of knowledge in order to be a better priestess to Isaiah tells her as much that this is the spirit-world.


    She looks down at the thick, red cord that plunges through her chest and runs off into the distance, linking her to the star on the horizon that she marches towards.


    A goal.


    Rorate walks forward.


    If this really is the spirit-world, then she can’t help the others. They’re all likely on different layers of it, each confronted with their own individual troubles.


    But this is no different than life is usually, no?


    The priestess of Isaiah holds the sword firmly in her grasp as she marches towards the tower.


    They now all have a goal, something that they can work towards. She knows that the others are going towards it too, so even if they are separated now in body and spirit, the ties that bind them remain strong, present on another layer that is as real and as tangible as the red string of fate.


    She says a silent prayer to Isaiah beneath her breath, walking through the fog and past the many bodies that lie littered around the street


    Some of them — a good number of them, in fact, have black strings that are tied to her.


    She looks at them as she walks.


    They’re people who she hurt, who she killed, in that old life of hers before she found the tower, before she found a way to try and redeem herself.


    The corpses shift, twitching and spasming, the strings pulling slightly taut as they begin to stir.


    Rorate decides it would be best to keep going before they wake up from their deep sleep.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [???] ~

          
        


        
          	
             Human, Female, Monk
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Spirit World
          
        

      
    


    


    Without emotion and without fear, she walks through the misty streets, following the beacon of hope that is Isaiah.


    "So how is it?" asks a voice. "Working for the thing that killed us?" The shieldswain.


    "Must be pretty nice, right?" says the orcish necromancer.


    She ignores them, walking onward with a focused gaze.


    "What is my name?" she asks, waiting for a reply to come from any one of them. It’s silent as they walk; no answer comes.


    The spirits of the dead are often said to be vengeful. But she knows that these are not the real spirits.


    Those men, the geomancer, the necromancer, the shieldswain, in reality their souls moved on after death to return to the cycle of reincarnation, as will her soul also do upon her eventual passing. There, in the well of souls, they will gestate for a time, before returning to the world as something new and different.


    These images here, these entities, are just lost, malevolent spirits, masquerading beneath masks of compassion and familiarity.


    — Something tugs on the red string, and she stops, turning around to look at whoever tried to stop her.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (???) has used: [{04} Savannah Crush]
          
        

      
    


    


    Her good fist collides with the shieldswain’s head. His neck arches back at a sickly angle, his eyes looking up towards the lightless sky.


    The spirit falls over, and she turns around back forward, her eyes affixed to the light of Isaiah.


    It is the only thing that is real.


    There is only Isaiah.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Tulsi] ~

          
        


        
          	
             Human, Female, Classless (Child)
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Spirit World
          
        

      
    


    


    She doesn’t know what to do.


    Obviously, she would think about going back to the house. But that’s dangerous. That’s where the monsters were. She doesn’t know what happened or where everyone went. But she feels confident that going back there is a very bad idea.


    Tulsi walks down the streets, crying silently to herself while holding her own body.


    Jizalia said that they were going to the north, right?


    — The girl looks towards the city gate, visible in the distance over the rooves of many houses.


    Maybe she should just… leave by herself? Maybe she should start walking to the north. That makes the most sense, doesn’t it?


    Jizalia is smart. She’ll understand that she didn’t go back to the house because of the danger, and she’ll understand that she agreed to go to the north. If she goes that way, they might meet along the way or, in the worst case, they’ll meet up there, in the northern city.


    It seems like the best plan.


    The girl turns her head, looking at the star off in the distance, not sure what it is.


    "Tulsi?" asks a voice from behind herself.


    Tulsi turns around, looking at the face of her mother. The woman had vanished without a trace months ago. "…Mom…?" asks Tulsi, her eyes going wide. The woman kneels down, holding her arms open and gesturing with her hands for the girl to come over. "Is that you?"


    She jumps forward, her feet already running to the person.


    "It’s me, Tulsi," replies the woman, smiling with a nod. "I was so worried about you."


    "Jizalia said you were dead," explains Tulsi, arriving in her grasp and looking up at her face, her lips quivering as she starts to cry again.


    The woman smiles softly, nodding to her. A hand lifts up and runs itself over the girl’s hair.


    "I am," replies her mother.


    The woman’s face melts, her jaw falling slack as her eyes peel downward, her open throat, the inside of which is nothing but a black void, filled with thousands of skittering, sharp legs that press themselves out towards her.


    Tulsi screams, her mother's melted eyes falling on her dress, thousands of spiders crawling out of them.


    They weren’t eyes. They were brood-sacks in her sockets.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Rorate] ~

          
        


        
          	
             Dark-Elf, Female, Fighter + Field-Medic
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Spirit World
          
        

      
    


    


    The sword cuts through the air, slicing through a man’s chest, who stumbles backward exactly as he had done in life, clutching the sliced wound that runs along his neck and through his torso.


    "You killed us," says the man, black, fetid pus pouring out of his wounds.


    — Something yanks on the string, pulling her to the side. Rorate swings the sword, catching her footing. The blade lops off the hand of another spirit, the appendage flops to the ground, and she watches its fingers twitch, just as they had done when she killed that woman in her past.


    The spirit holds its handless stump in a panic, but instead of acting it out, its horrified face turns to look at her instead. "I had a family. You stole me from them!" howls the spirit.


    — Something yanks on the string again from another direction. Dozens of bodies shamble in the mists. Rorate stumbles, catching herself and barely landing right-side up again.


    Something grabs her shoulder, and she turns to look at the ghost of a young boy.


    During a longer pursuit, she and the other bandits had, on her orders, blown a carriage right off the road and into the river.


    It was only later, during their plundering of the thing, that they found a trunk that a boy had been hidden inside by the panicked occupants of the carriage. He had drowned inside of that locked box after it fell into the river.


    He opens his mouth, and nothing comes out except water that runs down his body.


    This had been the final incident that made her stop. It was the final thing she had to see before she realized the road she was actually on and where it would lead. She’s not a good person. She can dress as a priestess and spout all sorts of things about forgiveness and faith, but can she really?


    It’s easy for her to forgive herself. Maybe it’s selfish, even.


    But the dead can do no such thing.


    She kicks him away, losing the sword as she stumbles and falls, dozens of shadows, mangled and horrified, amble towards her with arms, reaching, and open mouths, full of nothing but screams and wordless horror.


    "Forgive me," she prays, clenching her eyes as water collects around her palms, feet, and bottom as the dead encircle her.


    "I already have," says a voice that cuts through the mist. Rorate opens her eyes.


    The light of the sun fills her eyes, a great radiance fully enveloping her with the heat and warmth of a presence so abundant and powerful, that she feels as if she were nestled in the bosom of the great creator.


    The dead all around her scream as a rushing, hot wind fills her ears and her body falls backward, clutched tightly in a familiar grasp.


    "…Isaiah," says Rorate, her eyes going wide as the entity pulls her to itself, wrapping its wings around them as an explosion of light cascades around them, mixed together with the buzzing of thousands of wings. "How?"


    Isaiah looks at her with its golden eyes. "Friends make many things possible, Rorate," it explains. "Even those who are only with us in spirit," says Isaiah, opening its wings as thousands of fae buzz around, cutting through the darkness.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    It may not be able to leave its dungeon territory as a dungeon core. However, the spirit-world is out of bounds, as it were. It just so happens that it had a connection to the broader spirit-world, one more intricate than just the floors above the first hundred of the tower.


    Isaiah looks down below itself into the fae-kingdom, the entrance of which was on floor one-hundred and thirty of the tower. It took a little bargaining to allow the gate-keeper to let it enter through the secretive fae world. But it is nothing that it can’t stem for the sake of its chirping young.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Tulsi] ~

          
        


        
          	
             Human, Female, Classless (Child)
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Spirit World
          
        

      
    


    


    Tulsi screams, stumbling and fighting her way out of the creature’s grasp in the same second as light crashes down all around them, the ground almost rupturing with the presence of something good. Streams of sun-rays shoot through the cracking roads.


    The ghost screams, covering its face in agony as the light touches it.


    Tulsi turns and runs in panic, taking her chance to sprint towards and out of the city gate.


    The light from below engulfs her as she leaves.


    And as strange and abrupt as it sounds, as she exits the city and the fog, finding herself returned to the day as it was before, she is oddly sure that there is a higher presence in the world.


    She felt it.


    It saved her.


    The girl turns to run to the north, sure that she’s going to meet up with her sister there.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [???] ~

          
        


        
          	
             Human, Female, Monk
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Spirit World
          
        

      
    


    


    Fae cut through the air, thousands of buzzing wings shooting this way and that way as they move through an impossible number of doors into the spirit-world.


    They go out of their way to blast magic at the ghosts, destroying and disrupting them.


    She looks over her shoulder, staring back at the silhouettes that are falling apart. They aren’t her real colleagues. But they were somebody once.


    The monk turns to them, making a praying gesture with the only hand she can move well, the heavy beads rattling as she bows her head.


    "I hope you find peace," she says, as the spirits are destroyed.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Scholar Anderwal] ~

          
        


        
          	
             Human, Male, Scholar of the Witches’ Sect
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Spirit World
          
        

      
    


    


    "Incredible!" says Anderwal, beyond excited as his hand flies through his book, his eyes never even looking down at the sketches he’s making as he takes in everything there is to see.


    The spirit-world.


    No living human has ever seen it like this before, have they?


    "This is amazing," says the scholar, beyond lost in his fascination. "Witch Spillaholle!" says Anderwal, looking at her with excited eyes. She’s flown back down to the fountain where they started.


    The woman looks at him and then turns her head, staring off into the fog. She lifts a hand, playing with a strand of hair as she stares into the distance. "Please settle your energy, mister Anderwal," says Spillaholle. "Your energetic glow reminds me a little too much of Perchta," she explains.


    Anderwal clears his throat. "My apologies," he says. He got carried away. It’s dangerous to get too excited near the witches. It’s lucky that Perchta wasn’t the one he was talking to. She can snap in an instant. Spillaholle is rather patient. He shouldn’t test that, though. "I was taken aback by the sight."


    Witch Spillaholle stares off into the distance, her head turned, but her body faces towards him as she pulls on the strand of hair rather strongly for some reason. It might be a tick. He makes a note in his section of behavioral observations. Spillaholle doesn’t usually show such things, but he supposes that this is a unique situation.


    Fascinating!


    This research is going to go far. It’s ground-breaking!


    "P-Perhaps I can show you some other things," mutters Spillaholle. Her foot slides back and forth over the stones. "Mister Anderwal." She looks at him, her strand of hair so tightly wound around her finger that her hand has risen all the way from below her shoulder up to her cheek. "If you’d l-"


    "SPILLIEEEEEE~" cries a voice from the fog, cutting her off mid-sentence. Spillaholle winces, turning her head to watch as Perchta drags herself out of the mist, having found them.


    Anderwal watches as Witch Spillaholle’s face and posture go through a gigantic shift of emotions and positioning all in the manner of one second as the other witch appears back on the scene, clearly distraught about something.


    Absolutely fascinating.


    He’s going to need a whole double set of pages just to jot down this one shift of expression. This night alone is going to give him work for months. He doesn’t know if he’ll ever catch up.


    Scholar Anderwal flips a page in his sketchbook as Witch Perchta grabs Spillaholle, the red strings that tie them together bundling into a sort of knot until Spillaholle manages to keep Perchta an arm’s distance away through great effort.


    It would seem that the tower has broken through even Witch Spillaholle’s assault on the city, entering the spirit-world with its own manipulation of divine magic.


    The man scribbles, his pen almost ripping through the paper as he tries to capture every detail. Generations of scholars will be frothing at the mouths for this information all across the world.


    The man flips the page again, as the last two had already been filled out with running, furiously scribbled ink.


    — Inside of the page of his journal there is a pressed, white flower.


    So that’s where it is. He thought he lost it days ago. Anderwal smiles, picking it up and looking at it. He holds it to his nose to smell it, expecting the usual, faded fragrance of an old, familiar flower.


    Instead, he is unexpectedly met with the smell of perfume.


    The man is somewhat surprised and looks at the odd curiosity, spinning it around in his fingers before looking back up at the witches. Perchta is doing an odd war-dance, flailing around with her arms as she half-runs in a circle and half lets out her rage while telling her incoherent story about the tower and how it ruined her life.


    Witch Spillaholle meanwhile, simply stands there in silence, a sideways glance of her eyes looking his way.


    Anderwal stops, looking at her and then at the flower.


    Oh.


    The man adjusts his arm, turning his hand holding the journal away, to look at the red string that is snaking out of its body, hidden, down below many of the others where it is out of sight of any jealous eyes, and it quietly creeped up along the leg of Witch Spillaholle, like a snake climbing up a tree.


    Anderwal nervously gulps.


    This might be a problem.


    "What do you think, And-man?!" asks Perchta, grabbing him and snapping him out of his thoughts. Anderwal blinks, quickly placing the flower into his journal before she can smell her friend’s perfume, and closes it.


    Anderwal looks at the witch, holding his robe, and then around the darkness. "If I may make a suggestion, Witch Perchta?" he asks, looking back at her. "If holiness is what’s bothering you, then why not fight fire with fire?" he suggests, pointing over his shoulder towards the cathedral district, where thousands of crusaders remain.


    Perchta’s eyes go wide as she realizes. "Of course!" says Perchta, straightening back up. She beams, turning her head. "Spille, this guy is a genius!" says the witch, looking back at him as she realizes what his plan is. "Andy boy, you dirty schemer. Keep this up, and I might just fall heads over tails for you!" says the witch. She winks and blows him a kiss, then runs off at full speed towards the cathedral district, taking off into the air a moment later as she vanishes into the mist.


    Anderwal gulps a second time, looking nervously at Witch Spillaholle, who is standing as stiff as a statue in the winter.


    This is going to be a real problem.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [The Humming Man] ~

          
        


        
          	
             ???, Male, Chronomancer
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Forest, Outside of the city
          
        

      
    


    


    The humming man hums as he strolls down the road, looking up at the island off high up in the distance.


    It’s been a while, and this has all been a lot of fun to prepare. Thousands of little notches here, bits of string there, a stumbling stone placed here — all metaphorically, of course. But he has been working tirelessly for months now, setting up thousands and thousands of minuscule interactions all across the city that are now finally cascading into one another, leading up to the grand result that he has been assigned to achieve.


    It’s not always so easy as to take a big stone out of place and to let something fall apart. Often, these delicate situations need countless micro-nudges so that everything falls perfectly into place when the time is right.


    Others might think it is just fate or luck.


    But what they often do not see is the sheer amount of work behind it all. Fortune favors the bold, it’s true. But this is because the bold are the ones who get noticed by his clients.


    He hums, stretching himself as he walks.


    The tower has a lot more stairs than it used to have when he was there last time. He’s going to have to warm up a little before he gets there.

  


  Chapter 106: Slipping away


  
    


    
      
        
          	
            The merging of races.


            It has once been the case that there were clearer distinctions between the members of the common races than there are now. Yes, there are specific attributes and affinities that each race has a natural tendency to, however in days of old, there were also more fundamental differences. The core of these was age.


            It is said that, while human lifespans have always remained mostly the same, the lifespans of other races, the elves in particular, were once much, much longer than they are now.


            As a rule of thumb, a human will live to around eighty years in optimal conditions. An elf with forest blood will live to one-hundred and twenty. A dark-elf will manage ten years more, one-hundred and thirty. In contrast, the dwarves and the orcs will only manage fifty and sixty years, respectively.


            The poorest off are the fairies, who are now limited to existing only within the confines of the western mountain region, as most of the world’s high magic zones have been lost. A fairy will live for ten years.


            It is said, though, that the elves once lived for close to a thousand years, if not more. So what changed this?


            We can only speculate, but the assumption is that all elves remaining alive today share a common ancestral human in the distant past, whose bloodline had in essence overtaken all other elf bloodlines, leaving only this particular offshoot of shorter living elf within our world.


            In inverse, the dwarves and the orcs can be happy, as they seem to be gaining lifespan as their generations go on.


            Although this is a point that falls on deaf ears, the races are being outbred by humanity and are slowly vanishing from our world. The fairies are all but gone, and the dwarves are next.


            We expect the orcs to go next, and then, finally, the elves of both species.


            In the end, only humanity will remain.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ Of the ages of races


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Red] ~

          
        


        
          	
             Uthra, Female, Worker {7}
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Spirit World
          
        

      
    


    


    Red looks back behind herself, staring at the ghosts that fly after her. Emerald, the dungeon core, and all of the other uthra they’ve lost along the way, plus Maroon, who persists as a screaming, howling mess, his face melted and his body decayed.


    "Come on, Ruby!" says Emerald. "I was just talking to Topaz, and we were thinking about how we can make a new dungeon here in the spirit-world!" explains the dungeon-core. "I’d really like it if you joined us," she explains. "It can be just like old times! I’ll get a bunch of rocks and gems, and you can carry them around for me, and we’ll laugh and have a great time!"


    "Fuck off," replies Red, looking ahead of herself. "I’m not dead, and I’m not planning to be."


    "Please, Ruby," says a voice. "As if you have anything to live for." Red stops, looking back again as the words ring through her. "We both know who you are," says the destroyed ghost of Maroon. "You’re a sad, angry little creature that nobody could stand," says Maroon. "I was the only one who could deal with the way you are." He points at her with a broken, ruined arm. "What are you going to do out there by yourself, huh?" he asks. "You’re just as miserable and alone as you were when I found you, and I decided that I felt bad for you."


    "You’re not Maroon," says Red. "Fuck you. He’d never say that."


    "I’m saying it now because you need to hear it in clear words," says the ghost as the others draw closer. "You’re a worthless person. You have no friends, no life, and no value. You have no reason to be alive."


    "I mean, it’s kind of true, Ruby," says Emerald. "Your personality is horrible. I mean, Crystal always kind of liked you, but you ruined that too by being such a jerk, so…" The gemstones fly around. "I guess you should just die and stay here with us. At least we can put up with you and how broken you are." The stones hum. "It’s for the best. We care about you, Ruby."


    "You’re lucky you found us," says Maroon. "Nobody else out there can stand being around you."


    Red points at them. "I SAID - FUUUUUCK YOU!" she yells, more magic glowing around her hands as she gets ready to cast another spell as the silhouettes move in towards her.


    "See? Typical Ruby, right?" says Emerald, laughing. "She’s such a wreck, and when anyone is nice and tries to point it out, she gets angry at them."


    "As if she wasn’t the problem, right?" says Maroon.


    "I don’t know how you managed to stand it," replies Emerald.


    Maroon shrugs his mangled head. "Honestly, I didn’t," he explains. "Why do you think I let myself get killed by those humans?" he asks, tapping his head.


    "Ooooh~" says Emerald, knowingly.


    Red clenches her fists, gritting her teeth together.


    "STOP BEING MEAN TO MY FRIEND!" yells an annoyed, shrieking voice. Something yanks her leg, grabbing hold of her. Red looks down, staring at Orange, who has popped out of some sort of glowing rip in the spirit-world.


    "…Orange?" asks Red.


    The uthra below sticks out her tongue and winks, then pulls her down into the glowing portal.


    The ghosts scream, lunging at them. A swarm of fae shoots out the hole, tearing them apart as Red and Orange fall down, leaving this domain of the spirit-world and falling down, plummeting together through wherever they are now.


    Orange grabs her as they fall, stroking her back, and Red, giving in, does the same in turn as the hole behind them closes. "Red…" says Orange.


    Red presses her head down onto Orange’s shoulder. "I’m sorry I was always so mean to you," says the uthra.


    "Aww," replies Orange, rubbing her back and squeezing her. "Thank you, Red, uh…" The uthra looks around herself as they continue to fall. "Red," says Orange, turning to look at the uthra, who has buried her head in her shoulder. "My wing is broken. You have to fly or we’re about to die, Red," says Orange, rather plainly and unbothered.


    Red yelps, pulling back and holding onto Orange as they sharply pull upward, just barely grazing the strange, ethereal ground of wherever they are. Groups of hundreds of fae line up in coordinated swarms, making arrows to guide their directions out towards another exit of the fae-realm.


    Red hurtles through another portal, and the two of them blast out unceremoniously, flying through the fae-gate on floor one-hundred and thirty of the tower. Red takes the brunt of the fall, holding it as they slide to spare Orange’s wings.


    The two of them come to a stop, and the hole closes behind them.


    The room is quiet.


    Orange lifts her head, looking down at Red, who she is sitting on top of. "Hey, Red?" asks Orange.


    "W- What?" asks Red, lifting an arm and rubbing her eyes.


    "Do you think we have mice in the tower?" asks the uthra. Red blinks. "I mean, mice live in all sorts of houses and things, right?" she asks, lifting her gaze to stare at the ceiling above their heads. "So… like… what if there are mice in the tower? Should we do something about it?"


    The uthra looks back down. "Red?" she blinks, letting out a scared yelp at what she sees. "Don’t cry, Red!" yells Orange, grabbing Red’s shoulders. "It’s going to be alright! I’m sure Isaiah won’t get mad at you because of a few mice!"


    Somehow, this doesn’t help.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah pulls Rorate back out with itself.


    "I have to go back!" says Rorate. "Scion’s still out there!" explains the priestess. Isaiah looks at her as they return to the tower through one of the fae shortcuts. It sets her down. "She’s not high-leveled; she won’t survive on her own!"


    "Heal yourself, Rorate," says Isaiah. It turns to look at two uthra who have also returned. "Take everyone up to the waters of the hot-spring." It looks back at her. "I will find her."


    "Find who?" asks a voice. They turn to look as Scion comes out of the fae-gate, together with Black.


    Rorate runs over, grabbing her.


    "Black, are you well?" asks Isaiah.


    "Never better," remarks the uthra, perhaps sarcastically, as he gracelessly tumbles down. His body is covered in marks and burns.


    Isaiah nods, holding a hand to it. "Almost everyone is home. I am greatly relieved," it confesses.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Isaiah) has used: [Greater Healing]
          
        

      
    


    


    Black looks around. "Hey, did White leave already?" he asks.


    "White?" replies Isaiah, as the healing spells fade.


    Black spins his arm. "Sure. He was with the monk; they were ahead of me," says Black. "I thought they’d be here." He points at Scion. "I stopped on the way to grab her."


    "Wait, she’s not here?" asks Orange, lifting her head up to look their way.


    Isaiah looks at him for a moment and then back towards the fae-gate, quickly rising into the air and shooting back through it a second time.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [???] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Female, Monk
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Spirit-Realm
          
        

      
    


    


    "This is deeply unwise," says the white uthra. "Isaiah would not encourage this behavior," it remarks.


    The monk, standing there with a broken arm and useless leg, looks at him.


    "I never claimed to be wise," says the woman, looking back out at the city of ghosts, swarmed with fae. "Actually, I’m pretty stupid."


    "Nevertheless," replies White. It grabs her arm. "Please. Let us take the sensible road and return home, where we are missed."


    "What do you believe in?" she asks, somewhat out of the blue, pulling her arm free.


    White looks at her. "Pardon?"


    "What do you believe in?" she repeats.


    White studies her for a moment and then shrugs. "Isaiah."


    "That’s why you’re not going to make it," she says, looking at him and shambling forward. She lifts her good arm, pointing at his chest. "You’re blank. Find life, and fill yourself with it. Believe in yourself first, so that you can be of use to Isaiah and the world."


    "And then die senselessly afterwards?" asks White, watching her. "You realize the selfishness of this idea, no?" he says. The uthra points over his shoulder. "This entire operation was made solely on your behalf. Everyone came here to pull you back out." He shakes his head. "I cannot say if they have come out unharmed for their efforts." White looks at her. "Your sin is pride," he says. "Don’t fill the hearts of others if you then simply intend to leave them empty."


    "I’m not planning to die," she says, walking onward and back out of the spirit-world.


    "I feel like most people say that before they die," remarks White.


    "I can stop the witch," says the monk. "This can end here, right now."


    "You are in no state to stop your own shadow, let alone a witch," replies White.


    She shakes her head.


    He doesn’t get it.


    This is bigger than just her and her stupid human life. So much depends on this, the lives of so many others. She spent her entire life training for moments like this, and up until now, she had wasted all of them.


    Now that there is finally a real crisis, a real problem that she can stand strong against, she won’t let anyone else suffer for it ever again.


    The uthra flies in front of her, blocking her path.


    "Please get out of my way," she warns. "I will move you if I have to."


    He looks around uncertainly and then lifts his hands toward her. "I will start believing in my own judgment now," says the entity. His fingers are glowing. "Thank you for your advice."


    She lifts her good hand, getting ready to move the entity out of the way if he won’t go.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (White) has used: [Isaiah - Seasonality: {Chronal Stasis}]
          
        

      
    


    

  


  Chapter 107: The fizzling end of the first skirmish


  
    


    
      
        
          	
            It is within the ephemeral nature of the soul to contain within itself trace essences of the lives we have once lived.


            We know it to be true that the cycle of reincarnation, a continuous dance of life and death, exists. Throughout the generations of scholarship, study, and contemplation that have come to the forefront of the world on the matter of this topic, only one answer has remained dominant in its time to the question of why the gods would create such a system to begin with.


            That answer is, of course, the gestation of the base, deeper soul. There must be something that life gives us, something that we take with us back into the crushing depths of the well of souls once we leave our bodies behind. Some tinge of our days here on this world must remain within the heart of our immortal essences.


            This leads us then to ask, to what end could this lead? To some form of ascension? Are we, as individuals, destined one day to ascend towards the rank of godhood? Or is that question simply stemmed from the ego, and are we simply things that the gods enjoy watching change and grow, as would a gardener take pride in the blossoming of a row of beautiful flowers?


            Perhaps we will have the chance to ask them after our deaths.


            But it is certain that, by the time we return to the world in our next bodies, we will not remember the answer.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ Director Essel of the creative academy of magical arts while presenting his latest sculpture


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Witch Perchta] ~

          
        


        
          	
             ???, Female, Witch of the Blackwater
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The City
          
        

      
    


    


    Life is also so hard, isn’t it?


    It seems like no matter what she does, there’s always some annoying, stupid person out there ready to ruin her hopes, goals, and ambitions. It doesn’t matter if she’s living by herself in the forest, if she’s in the city with everyone else, or if she’s with her friends. It doesn’t matter if she’s knee-deep in a twelve step plan or simply quietly sitting in her once-home, enjoying a cup of tea made from herbs from the forest, some stupid, annoying jerk like that damn bird or the cardinal is always going to be there to make sure she’s miserable.


    Witch Perchta arrives back at the cathedral spot, looking at the tightly bound strings of fate that coil through the limp bodies of the men and women here, the soldiers of the crusade.


    The woman bends down, takes hold of the string, and yanks on it.


    A hundred and some bodies twitch at once, a ripple of movement spreading out across the pool of bodies that she has disturbed as smaller, interconnected strings move all of the others around the center mass.


    They wanted to host a crusade against the tower anyway, right? Perchta smirks, channeling a little magic into her fingers.


    — Well, who is she to stop them?


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Perchta) has used: [Curse]
          
        

      
    


    


    The heavy, red rope that she’s holding onto shifts, its hue turning to a darker brown, as if its lifeblood were coagulating and drying. The color continues to shift, darkening, until the fate that ties these people together is nothing like what it once was. The red, crimson bond of life has been altered.


    She yanks on the rope.


    A thousand bodies, soaked through, lurch in sudden, sickly movement as she moves them with another tug. Then, all by themselves, now that the spark of anima has been brought to them, they rise.


    Metal clamors and rattles as suits of armor, waterlogged, press themselves up off of the ground. First the inner circle, then the outer circle, and then all of the bodies lying in the crevices and cracks of the cathedral square begin to twitch as thousands of feet plant themselves firmly against the soil.


    The mass of corrupted souls turns all at once, looking her way.


    Perchta nods her head back towards the light in the sky.


    "March," she orders, letting go of the rope. The soggy, limp thing falls against the stones as thousands of boots begin to shuffle towards a place they were going to go anyway before she stopped them.


    But Anderwal is right, that bookworm. It’s smarter for her to make them go than to just let them go as they would have. If they had gone off on their little crusade, as much as she would have enjoyed watching the humans and the bird kill each other, there’s a chance that it could have turned them, converted them.


    She’s been leaving too much up to chance. Her plans always have too many open spots that can be countered, whether it's her plan for retirement or her plans for revenge.


    It may be best to reduce. To simplify.


    Witch Perchta turns her head, watching as thousands of shuffling crusaders drag their banners of war, their swords, and their bodies behind them as they move towards the light on the horizon, mindless, merciless, and godless.


    That stupid bird wants to rescue and save everyone. Well, she’d like to see it try.


    Perchta smugly looks down at Cardinal Schweig, who marches at the back of the corrupted horde.


    "Good hunting, Cardinal," says Perchta. "Oh, I mean, Bishop," laughs the witch, cackling as the soulless man marches off with all the rest.


    Maybe she really is going to keep Anderwal around when this is all done. He seems useful. She can really use someone who knows how to be perfectly quiet and completely out of her way but also has fantastic ideas for her to use when she needs them.


    Maybe life is turning around for her after all.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    "There will be no more excursions," says Isaiah, turning its head toward the fae-gate guardian and nodding. The guardian nods back, and the portals to the spirit world close as it resumes its position there at the door. "Those who could be saved have been saved," says the entity, looking back at its flock and then down at the monk, whom it's holding. She’s frozen inside her own body, which is perhaps a little frightening, but if there is anyone trained to handle the experience, it’s her.


    Besides, it’s for her own good.


    "Thank you, all," says Isaiah, carrying the monk past everyone else. "For your efforts. Had I lost a single one of you, I may never have forgiven myself."


    They got away easy this time. There are some broken bones, some loose joints, and some rattled hearts, but unlike in past disasters, the price of death has not been paid by anyone it attributes personal value to.


    The universe, the witch, they will be sure not to oversee this. The counter-force is coming.


    "Prepare the tower for war," says Isaiah. "We won’t be leaving the island again any time soon," it finishes, flying up into the air and then up towards the healing hot-springs at the top of the tower, where the others who have been hurt already are.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Tulsi] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Female, Classless (Child)
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Hills, North of the City
          
        

      
    


    


    Tulsi turns back, looking over her shoulder for any traces of light dancing through the darkness, which would betray a hint of her sister’s presence. However, she sees no such thing. The city is dark. The fires, unquenchable by the rain, have mostly burned through their sources of fuel. The night is silent, as there are no longer any screams, yells, or cries audible in the air.


    The only noticeable source of light in the region is the glowing star, high up in the sky, above the flying island. It is a light that shines with heavenly conviction amidst the total void that is now present here.


    But even from the island, there isn’t any sound that reaches her all the way out here in the wilds by herself. It’s dangerous to be here alone, at night, and especially as a child. But she has to get to the north.


    Tusli watches as silhouettes break through the gate of the city.


    They don’t carry any torches or lights, and their eyes don’t shine as would those of hungry monsters and fiendish ghouls. Instead, they simply shamble forward, lurching, creeping, and crawling as they move towards the east, towards the tower, as if drawn to its mind bogglingly present light.


    Her hair stuck against her skin, clinging to her together with her dress, the girl feels the hairs on the back of her neck stand up in defiance of these facts, and then turns to run away from this.


    She doesn’t know what’s awaiting her in the north. But she knows that she can’t be here. She can’t ever come here again. The mushy ground, soaked from the constant rain, even here in the hilly regions, feels as if it is sinking downward. It feels as if it were just waiting to swallow her whole, waiting for her to stop and to rest, so that she can become one of those shambling creatures of the night that she sees in the distance.


    Tulsi runs to the north, never looking back behind herself at either the light of Isaiah or the darkness of the dead city.


    She escapes, hoping only that her heart’s feeling about the north proves to be right.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Witch Gauden] ~

          
        


        
          	
            ???, Male, Witch of the Blue-Rot
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The City, An Old House
          
        

      
    


    


    "Make yourselves comfortable," says Gauden, looking at the members of the witches’ sect. "Between you and me, this is all going to take a while," he says, shaking his head. "Pipi gets caught up in things, you know? She’s not going to stop until this is settled."


    "Yes, Witch Gauden," replies the man from the sect, lowering his head and then walking away.


    Gauden watches them work, drumming idly on the table before himself for a while, until eventually something scratches along, catching his attention.


    The man turns his head, looking at the dented, wobbly suit of armor that isn’t holding itself together quite right any longer, dragging itself along towards their house. He gets up, laughing. "Shamrock, you look like you had a rough night," says the man, picking up the gloopy helmet. A wet mass flops out of it, into his hands, and then runs itself over his arms. Gauden laughs, looking at the creature, which, in contrast to the battle-scarred armor it was hiding in, looks rather pitiful and scared right now. "Life is scary, isn’t it?" he asks, feeling the quivering slime wobbling around his grasp. A pair of yellow eyes look up out of the mass at him. "Good job," says the witch, looking proudly at his creation.


    The slime wobbles, dripping out through his fingers and down towards the ground, where it begins to take on a loosely coherent shape. It pools together and then rises upward into a spire of sorts, trying several times over before it gets the hang of it. After a minute, it has risen to his own height, forming a mockery of the human image, with arms and a body like that of a person.


    "Strong," says the slime, looking at him.


    "Damn right," replies Gauden, patting the entity on the back. His hand goes through its body. The two of them laugh about it as thousands of mindless, pseudo-undead monstrosities shamble down the street past them.

  


  Chapter 108: The Third Party


  
    


    
      
        
          	
            The world was once a great unknown. In times before the wildlands were mapped, before the oceans were crossed, before the mountains were climbed, and before the deep caves were plundered, those who would leave the comforts and safety of the towns and villages to cross, explore, and delve into these places were given the title of ‘adventurers’.


            Over time, as these things all gradually began to happen and as the world seemed to shrink in on us because we knew everything that was around us, the designation seems to have lost a little of its original meaning. However, we continue to bestow this same title on those who would plunder into the darkest parts of the world. While we associate adventures with dungeon diving individuals, it’s important to understand that this isn’t a requirement. An adventurer can just as well be someone who fights wild monsters in the savannas and on plateaus as it describes someone who regularly enters into a dungeon to earn their living.


            While it is true that the title has lost some of its original romance, there are still plenty of associations left.


            While in reality, adventuring is gritty, dirty work with poor pay and an even worse long-term mortality rate, the stories of its romantic nature continue to be told, influencing even the most astute children of the richest noble families to break off and try their own at it, much to the annoyance of their counterparts from the low-born community, who take great offense to those whom they would dub pretenders, as if this were a game being played.


            The poor become adventurers to escape crushing poverty.


            The rich become adventurers to escape their luxurious images.


            To be found out within the adventuring community as being a faker, someone with incredible resources who then chooses to stay within the echelons of low tier adventuring society to experience a lifestyle that isn’t theirs, is as good as a death sentence.


            The rich stay with the rich. The poor stay with the poor.


            This rule is enforced by both tiers of society.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ Of the term ‘adventurer’ and the socio-economic context behind it


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Seide] ~

          
        


        
          	
             Dryad, Female, Wood-mother
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Sub-Tower, Floor -99
          
        

      
    


    


    "If you are not willing or able to fight for Isaiah and your faith, then please take the staircase now," says the dryad, gesturing to the upwards leading staircase next to her as she looks out over the crowd that is made up of hundreds of people of every sort from the common races.


    It’s not really something she’s experienced with — guiding humans in the same way she has been guiding her goblins for so long — but it turns out that there are a lot of transferable skills. Humans and goblins aren’t that different, really.


    She had just finished explaining the situation. Everyone is aware of the tower’s ability to prevent death for anyone who ‘dies’ inside it, but that of course does not mean that everyone is ready to take the risk to check if that’s actually true, let alone to experience a violent death preceding that, even if there is a promise of return.


    Many elderly, the infirm, and families make their way to the staircase, although among them are also people who she knows are in fighting shape. It’s almost a curiosity, but she wonders why they would have bothered coming all this way if they weren’t really ready to stand for their principles when put to the sword.


    Seide shakes her head, looking back at those who remain.


    It’s her job to guide and shepherd these people, the pilgrims who have traveled from all over the world to serve Isaiah. The entity had placed its faith in her, so she won’t let it down after everything that has happened.


    Faith is a mutual thing. Isaiah believes in her, so she will choose to believe in Isaiah and its plans. This mutual faith in one another is the bond that is held within all whole communities, whether it is a simple goblin tribe, a human village or a full-scale movement of religious purpose.


    The foundation of it all is everyone doing their part.


    "Let’s get those trees manned!" calls Seide. The goblins cheer, before running off to their tasks, with the humans following as they prepare the sub-tower for the first wave of the assault to come.


    Despite all of this, faith is not something that exists in her domain, in nature. Her being able to partake in it is an emergent property of her sapience.


    In nature, it is either eat or be eaten.


    Her hooves clack as she walks over the stones, setting to work.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    White-feather harpies circle the tower, screeching with shrill screams as they rush through the odd mist that seems to have covered the world, obscuring it in a fog that never quite settles. The ticking of the clock-tower fills the world with a grim heartbeat, the inevitability it signals fits in too well with the deadened, quiet city in the west.


    Thousands of people who had managed to escape are fleeing into the country-side, fleeing towards the tower.


    It is very unlikely that there is anything truly human left alive within the city’s confines.


    Sickening.


    It is truly sickening, and Isaiah takes careful note of the fact that this only came to pass because it had once spared the witch, Perchta, in their previous encounter. Had it known that she would escalate to such an absurd degree, it would have plunged the sword through her heart rather than her hand on that day.


    It shakes its head, looking back over its shoulder at the healing springs atop the roost, in which the wounded are submerging themselves to restore their battered and broken bodies. To see its children hurt pains Isaiah greatly, but not as much as the pain of having lost them would have been.


    Turning its head, it looks back towards the city as a dark tide begins to stream out from its gates.


    They’re people.


    But they’re not.


    A shambling, shuffling horde of thousands of bodies, human, orc, elf, and dwarf, move out of the city’s gates, together with streams and streams of monsters, who intermingle with the black crusade and march through the mist.


    How much life has been wasted for all of this?


    Over a stupid, empty house.


    Isaiah narrows its eyes, listening to the ringing of a bell. It looks around. This is unusual. "Why is the bell ringing?" asks Isaiah. "It’s not time yet," it says.


    Black looks its way. "That’s not the tower bell," says the uthra.


    "He’s here…" says a voice from the side. Isaiah looks at Countess Avoria, the woman who had fled the central city over the sky bridge. She clasps her hands and lowers her head.


    ‘He’?


    Isaiah turns to the side, looking to the distant north-west, from where the sound seems to be coming.


    A bell that chimes across the world.


    How novel.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Witch Perchta] ~

          
        


        
          	
             ???, Female, Witch of the Blackwater
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Dead City
          
        

      
    


    


    Perchta lands on the ground, humming to herself as she lands in the dungeon plaza of the city. She lands on one foot, leaning theatrically to the side with her hand cupped by her ear as if she were listening to something.


    There is total silence. The city is dead.


    The woman smiles, stepping onto her other foot and leaning in that direction.


    Silence.


    "It’s beautiful," she says. "Finally," sighs Perchta, looking around at the burned, decayed city. "It’s finally quiet."


    The members of the Witches’ Sect, walking past, carrying a load of construction materials, stop and look at one another. They nod and then stand perfectly still, neither of them wanting to be the one to break the silence.


    Perchta hums to herself, doing a little spin as she grabs hold of the load of timber that the two cultists are holding, and then jumps up, sitting on top of it.


    "Take me home, boys," says the witch. She sighs contentedly and lies down on the beam. "I’m retiring."


    The two cultists silently tip-toe off, doing their best to remain absolutely silent as they deliver the witch to her home. The city is entirely, eerily silent. The members of the Witches’ Sect are already beginning to take action to reclaim it, to rebuild and fortify, to make a stronghold out of the rubble, a sanctuary for the witches and their followers.


    Perchta smiles.


    The crusade is going to take care of the bird for her, together with Yovel, wherever the hell they got off to. Everything is finally starting to be perf-


    — A loud bell rings in her ears. Perchta shrieks in rage, jumping up onto her feet, the platform she’s on wobbling as she looks around, trying to find the source of the noise. She turns her head, looking towards the distant north-west.


    The hell?!


    Wait.


    She narrows her eyes.


    "ERZAEEEL!" screams Perchta into the night, the bell drowning out her angered, betrayed cries.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ! [Critical System Notification] !
          
        


        
          	
            THE ONE-HUNDRED YEAR CRISIS:
          
        


        
          	
            THE WILD-HUNT
          
        


        
          	
            UPDATE: The true-hero has been summoned to our world by the Holy-Church to resolve the crisis.
          
        


        
          	
             Engaged in a massive, cooperative breach that spans each of the oldest dungeons in the nation, every single dungeon in the world is now engaging in a dungeon-break, flooding their monsters out of their gates and into the night.


             This will persist until the death of crisis leader ‘Witch Perchta’ or the destruction of the ‘Tower of Isaiah’.


             The hero will soon begin his journey.

          
        


        
          	
            Time Remaining: UNKNOWN
          
        


        
          	
            Difficulty: IMPOSSIBLE
          

          	
            Priority: HIGHEST
          
        

      
    


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Cardinal Erzael of the West] ~

          
        


        
          	
             Human, Male, Cardinal
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Western Mountain
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            - [Ritual of the Golden Bell {Success}] -

          
        


        
          	
            A true-hero has been summoned to your world.


            A true hero far surpasses the natural limits of the world, having been hand chosen to be a particularly effective tool against the specific crisis a world is facing.


            It is your task to guide and train them.

          
        


        
          	
            Cooldown: 99.99 Years
          
        

      
    


    


    He’s here.


    Drained, his face frozen, and his breath short, Cardinal Erzael falls to his knees, looking at the silhouette of a young man who stands in the circle, between him and his colleague. His form is obscured by the raging snowstorm and violent winds, leaving only the strands of his ashen black hair, which take on the same shapelessness as his obscured presence.


    The stranger looks around himself, his undressed body unbothered by the freezing temperatures, as he reaches out to the side and grabs hold of the ancient lance, wedged into the rock of the mountain-top, pulling it free.


    A crack runs through the rock of the mountain.

  


  Chapter 109: Matters of the distant regions


  
    


    
      
        
          	
            Dungeon Harpy Stew


            Serves one party of four, or six with a side.


            To prepare this hearty stew, you will need:


              - 1 kilo of roughly diced harpy meat*


              - 2 helmets full of water


              - 1 dungeon tree root, whole


              - 1 garlic, whole


              - 1 old potion bottle (medium) of slime drops for acidity


              - 1 elf’s fistful of salt


              - Throw in bitter stones from the walls to taste


            Optional


              - Any seasonings. Kobolds will often carry roots and herbs with them


              - If tubers are found within your dungeon instance, add 3 for every 200g of meat


              1. Heat cooking vessel over medium heat. Add meat and cook until a crust develops


              2. Add root, garlic and bitter stones, brown


              3. Pour in the water, stirring to combine all of the ingredients. Bring the mixture to a boil, then reduce the heat to low and simmer for 30 minutes.


              4. Add the salt, Continue to simmer the stew for an additional 10 minutes, or until the harpy meat is cooked through.


              5. If tubers are available, add and cook on low heat for 10 minutes


              6. Place cooking vessel into ice. If utensils are unavailable, drink out of leather gloves, or share the pot if comfortable doing so.


            *Generally, the leg of an adult harpy will contain 10-20 kilos of extremely fatty meat


            **If a pot is unavailable, consider using an overturned iron breastplate, multiple helmets

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ An adventurer’s guide to life, Cooking in the Western Ice Dungeon


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Taishi-shi] ~

          
        


        
          	
             Vildt (Rabbit), Male, Priest of Isaiah
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Distant Eastern Continent, Church of Isaiah
          
        

      
    


    


    "Taishi-shi, Taishi-shi," says the young girl, pulling on his robe as the winds howls around them. He looks down over at her, as they stand outside of the small church of Isaiah. The waves of the ocean crash to the nearby shore. Her eyes are uncertain, which he finds understandable, given the nature of the situation. He used to be the smallest, oddest and most outcast of the group of wild, as they call themselves.


    After the destruction and war that has ravaged the eastern continent for so long reached their homes, only the youngest, them, managed to get this far and to escape the anarchy of it all. Here, amongst these others of an age near to his own, he has taken on a new role, as a patriarch of sorts, because of Isaiah’s blessings laid out over him. He does not feel as if he is ready to hold this role, but as he looks at the girl and the other uncertain faces taking shelter in the church — the only structure for days' walk, a structure that has only been erected because of his faith in Isaiah — he understands that he needs to be.


    "What is it?" asks Taishi-shi, looking down at the girl.


    "I am hungry," she says. He nods, seeing the truth of this statement written on her gaunt face. Her cheekbones are as sharp as the rocks along the shoreline. "Will Isaiah let us starve?"


    The boy blinks, looking at her and then around at the others. He holds sermons and teaches lessons that he mostly just makes up on the spot. But he does not hunt, fish, or gather food. Mostly, they all simply survive on their own, in their own ways, and then gather here at the church in the evening to play games, to sleep, and to listen about Isaiah.


    Taishi-shi shakes his head, pulling out a small book and flipping through it, looking for a line that he recalls finding before. He finds it, and points to the text as he reads. Not that she can read, not many of them can. He is one of the few. But it adds legitimacy when he points to it while speaking. "Isaiah tells us that those who work for the betterment of the soul will find nourishment for their hearts." He nods, feeling as if he’s found a solution. But the growling stomach next to him and the weak fingers tugging on his sleeve let him know that he has not.


    "Taishi-shi," complains the girl. "I am hungry!" she whines, almost about to cry.


    The boy rubs the back of his head, looking at her. She’s not someone he knows too well, they’ve only ever spoken briefly now and then. She’s listened to his sermons fervently and has always prayed along, even when the others seemed skeptical, even after everything. Taishi-shi looks around himself, trying to think of something. On a personal level, he does not feel responsible for her hunger, and the question comes to the forefront of his mind, why she’s pestering him with it. But as his eyes look back down to the book in his hands, he realizes that she’s come to him with her problems because that is the role he has himself declared to have taken.


    He is not just Taishi-shi, he is the priest of Isaiah and, by extension, the only person of authority in this enclave of escapees, survivors, and runaways. He is not an adult, but he is the only one who is here, claiming to wear the mantle of a man.


    In that way, following Isaiah’s teachings, her hunger is his hunger. A chirping comes from a nest in his tree, and it is his duty to listen to its cries.


    Taishi-shi nods, his long ears flopping. "We will find food together," says Taishi-shi.


    She purses her lips, shaking her head. "But I am too hungry, Taishi-shi!" she argues. "Please help me!" begs the girl, pulling on his robes. "If Isaiah is good, why does it not feed us?"


    He looks at her, trying to answer that question. It is difficult. Isaiah has already intervened on their behalf, it has given them shelter from the heavy storm, a roof and walls to keep them dry and warm, it has blessed him and given him a class and a new sense of hope for life — these gifts are many and precious.


    But they mean nothing to the desperate eyes of a hungry child — not hers, and not to those pairs that belong to others in the church, who listen to her pleas but do not join in on the asking. They listen, nodding, however, and with each moment that passes, he understands that he is losing the validity of his authority, legitimacy, and trust.


    Hungry stomachs will not pray to Isaiah, even if they shelter in its house from the storm. They will abandon the faith and him. They will scorn him, and for his failures, Isaiah will scorn him too.


    But to be so plain and logical with children, one of which he himself had hoped to simply be, will not work. They are not willing to act in the domains of reason.


    "Isaiah is good," states Taishi-shi, nodding to her and planting a hand on her head. "I will prove it," he says. "Isaiah will feed us, in body and in spirit." He turns, heading to the door. "I will find food."


    The young priest steps out of the church and into the storm, closing the door behind himself.


    Isaiah can not provide everything for them, but it does provide faith for him, to allow him to act as proxy, as the outstretched talon of the divine being.


    He will deliver unto them the bounties of Isaiah.


    


    


    


    The rains howl down around the lands around him.


    Taishi-shi uses his ability to hover to navigate the soaked terrain, floating through the darkness in search of food. However, he is not a skilled hunter and all of the easily gathered berries and fruits here are long since gone.


    Vildt have some difficulties that other races do not, when it comes to food. As a species, that have, in the very distant past, been created in the image of the animal gods. Their features are those of men, but also those of beasts. Obviously, one does not hunt humans for food, but the morality of a vildt hunting animals is just as dubious. For a person with the ears or the features of a rabbit, depending on the depth of their animal side, to hunt a wild rabbit in the forest, let alone eat it, is difficult.


    Things become even more awkward in cities, when meat is freely for sale.


    In order to keep social cohesion well in bound, vildt society as a whole has mostly outlawed or strongly disavowed the hunting of animals, and developed instead a strong monster hunting and cooking culture, far more than the humans of the other continents, who often view eating monsters as dirty and beneath them.


    However, times are difficult.


    Because of the chaos across the continent, old laws and traditions are quickly being forgotten in the face of hunger. In some regions, there are rumors of cannibalism.


    Taishi-shi says a prayer to Isaiah and floats off into the night.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Mauve] ~

          
        


        
          	
             Uthra, Female, Worker {06}
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Island, Farm on the North-East Section
          
        

      
    


    


    "Harvest’s troubled, I reckon," says the farmer uthra Mauve in her rural accent, the straw of wheat in her mouth traveling to the other side of her lips as she looks over the field. "Dirt’s too wet."


    "Then make it less wet, numbskull," replies Red, looking at her.


    Mauve looks at her and then turns her head up toward the sky, from which rain is pouring down from. "Gonna be difficult, I reckon."


    Red groans, rolling her eyes. "Mauve. Can you please stop saying ‘reckon’?" asks Red incredulously. "You’re not from the human countryside. You’re a spirit!" she snaps.


    "I reckon," replies Mauve, spitting on the ground at her side and pulling on the suspenders she’s wearing.


    Red shakes her head. "Look. Are you going to manage the job, or do we need to find a different person to run the farm?"


    Mauve looks at her, chewing on the end of the wheat stalk for a time. "Reckon you won’t find anyone who can deal with the varmints."


    "Mauve." Red gestures out to the flooded fields, overflowing with run-off water from the storm. "There aren’t any ‘varmints’, and even if there were, they’d be drowned by now!" she snaps.


    Mauve walks on ahead a few steps, bending down and scooping up a handful of mud and holding it up to Red. "You city-folk. What do you think this is?"


    "It’s mud, Mauve," replies Red, dryly. She lifts her boot sideways, gesturing to it and all of the mud dripping off of its soles. "Everything is muddy."


    Mauve drops everything back down, rising to her feet and wiping her dirty hand off on her clothes. "They’re sign," explains the uthra. "Varmint droppings."


    "What?" Red holds her arms out to her sides, her soaked through robe draping down heavily. "It’s mud, Mauve. Isaiah give me strength." The lead uthra sighs, rubbing her wet face in exasperation. "Look. Are you going to manage to save the harvest or not?" She lifts her gaze. "And don’t say -"


    Mauve looks out over the fields. "- I reckon," replies Mauve, cutting her off.


    Red lets out a prolonged, deep scream as she flies off into the air to get away.


    Mauve watches her fly off, standing there in the rain and chewing on the wheat stalk in her mouth. "City girl," mutters the uthra, shaking her head before looking back at the fields, narrowing her eyes as she watches the loose, wet soil shift as something – many somethings – move just beneath its surface.


    


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Beulah] ~

          
        


        
          	
             Human, Male, Shrinemaster
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Northern Wild-lands
          
        

      
    


    


    Yellow eyes shoot through the darkness, cutting through the storm like the trailing glow of a darting swarm of fireflies. Beulah kicks off of a branch, jumping across to the next tree over as he and a trio of fox-like shadows shoot through the night, cutting through the darkness on their way to the distant regions and cities of the world, in order to erect shrines and monuments to Isaiah.


    The man stands on the limb of the tree, looking back behind himself at the single star that shines alight, flying high in the air of the night.


    — Something scampers through the forest below them, escaping from a flooding burrow.


    Beulah looks back, watching as the shrine-maidens take off, giving chase to the rabbit as they give in to their hunter’s instincts. He watches them vanish, darting off into the night in pursuit.


    The man looks back towards the tower one last time, before turning his gaze back to them and vanishing.

  


  Chapter 110: The final incursion


  
    


    
      
        
          	
            Alchemical mass-production, shipping, and transit are very difficult issues for the logisticians of the world to handle. Potions are very delicate, given their nature, not just because of the glass that is often used as their containers but because of the mixtures themselves.


            Potions are often highly volatile and susceptible to various movements. They can be susceptible to being damaged by light or by temperatures that are too hot, too cold, or perhaps simply not hot or cold enough. The act of transporting a carriage full of potions from one city to another is a difficult task, and expert cargo operators are paid premium fees by the alchemical guilds.


            Storage is another issue, given the above mentioned difficulties. Because of this, large warehouses, present in all significant cities, have been constructed solely for the storage of these goods. In the best case, expired potions will simply smell off and stop working. However, in the worst case, they may explode, sending glass shards flying everywhere and possibly triggering more expired potions to self-destruct.


            For this reason, all alchemical warehouses contain a drain room, in which potions that are close to expiring are poured out at the expense of the merchant.


            For this reason, potions are generally made, bought, and consumed locally. However, for specialty goods that are bound by specific processes and reagents that are only available in set locations, there is no alternative.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ The Alchemical Business, Chapter two, Logistics


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Taishi-shi] ~

          
        


        
          	
             Vildt (Rabbit), Male, Priest of Isaiah
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Distant Eastern Continent, Church of Isaiah
          
        

      
    


    


    The harrowing rain hammers down around him, soaking his fur and his hair. Taishi-shi stands firm in the storm, looking out into the downpour that hides the lands of his home behind a black veil.


    He lifts a hand, his loosely closed fist glowing with a warm, soft light that starts in the core of his palm and then spreads out, gently leaking through his fingers.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Taishi-shi) used: [Illuminating Light]
          
        

      
    


    


    The boy, hovering, floats through the night in search of food so as to feed the hungry of his flock not only in body but also in soul, as the sustenance will act as a sacrament — as proof of Isaiah’s glory.


    He moves through the coastal forest, moving past the fruit-bearing trees that they have plucked raw weeks ago and past the berry-bushes, barren, with more jagged twigs and branches showing than leaves, as they too have been plucked in use for soups.


    His eyes rise up toward the nests in the trees. Perhaps there are eggs in them. But to harvest eggs from the forest to eat is against the teachings of Isaiah, as is written in the gospel.


    Taishi-shi shakes his head and floats on, vanishing into the dark forest.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ! [Critical System Notification] !
          
        


        
          	
            THE ONE-HUNDRED YEAR CRISIS:
          
        


        
          	
            THE WILD-HUNT
          
        


        
          	
            UPDATE: The true-hero has been summoned to our world by the Holy-Church to resolve the crisis.
          
        


        
          	
             Engaged in a massive, cooperative breach that spans each of the oldest dungeons in the nation, every single dungeon in the world is now engaging in a dungeon-break, flooding their monsters out of their gates and into the night.


             This will persist until the death of crisis leader ‘Witch Perchta’ or the destruction of the ‘Tower of Isaiah’.


             The hero will soon begin his journey.

          
        


        
          	
            Time Remaining: UNKNOWN
          
        


        
          	
            Difficulty: IMPOSSIBLE
          

          	
            Priority: HIGHEST
          
        

      
    


    


    The boy looks at the window.


    The hero.


    He turns his head, spitting on the ground, before moving on.


    May he vanish into the clawing darkness, like all of his ilk before him — whether human, orc, elf — they are all pawns of the Holy Church, which reviles him and his people for their nature, granted to them by the very divine that they claim to worship.


    The human church of old is nothing but a vile nest of vipers.


    May Isaiah’s talons pierce them and their hero through their hearts.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    Feverish whispers fill the air as hundreds of people rise up the tower, their heads held low in reverence, as if a great weight were pressing down on their necks and preventing them from lifting their sight to the glory of Isaiah, who shines up above them. Their hands are clenched in prayer as they move to find shelter from the storm and its many horrors.


    Thousands of people move through the tower, and thousands of them, whether stationary in defense or mobile in flight, pray to Isaiah.


    It hears them.


    It hears their whispering words, floating through its ears like the sweet winds of spring. They ask for sanctuary, health, and prosperity. They ask for darkness and plague to befall their enemies, while they themselves are in flight from darkness and plague. They ask for warmth and healing. They ask for wealth and for power, even now, in their diminished state as spiritual beggars. Cries of mourning and terror come in abundance, painting the tone of their cries with blackness.


    They pray for the hero to save them, just as they pray for Isaiah to do so.


    Isaiah floats above them all and hears them, feeling their words come through its core, as it stares out into the lightlessness of the distant west, where everything has fallen silent.


    A hero…


    Isaiah tilts its head. What does this mean?


    Has the Holy Church finally moved their hands, not to destroy the tower, but to destroy the witch? It often hears the prayers of two cardinals of the church. Erzael of the west and Fluester of the south, but their words are distorted and lost, their souls having been tainted by the corruption of witchcraft.


    It knows of heroes.


    True heroes are ancient, formidable creatures. They are souls that shine brightly with power far beyond that of any normal human, or even any extraordinary human. They themselves are generation-defining, world-shaping figures who control the destiny of humanity alone far more than the millions who died and were born in the century before their arrival.


    Not every one-hundred year crisis involves a hero.


    But some do.


    Isaiah watches the people below being shepherded to safety.


    "Everything’s fucked," says a voice from the side. Red. It turns to look at her. She shakes her head and then looks at it. "I don’t know, chief," she says. "I just… I dunno… I don’t know."


    "Oh, Red," says Isaiah, shaking its head. "Where is your faith?"


    The uthra looks at it and sighs, lifting her legs to sit in the air as she flies. "I’m shook, okay?" she admits, floating there quietly for a while. "I saw him, you know?" she says. "Maroon."


    Isaiah nods, tilting its head the other way. "Did you?" it asks.


    Red sits there for a while and then shakes her head. "No… it wasn’t actually him, it was just…" She stares into the darkness. "It was just something pretending."


    The entity nods. "Pretending is a powerful tool, Red," it explains, passing on the lesson it had once learned from the monk. "And a powerful weapon, if understood." Isaiah looks down towards the monk, whom Rorate and Scion are essentially restraining, forcing her to rest in the hot-springs. Ironic. "Sometimes, our games of pretend are intended to hurt ourselves, and sometimes, they are intended to hurt others."


    "I don’t want to go back empty handed a second time," says Red, looking at Isaiah. "When a core dies, us workers just kind of… zap away, back into the spirit world." She shakes her head. "Like nothing ever happened." She looks down, staring at the tower, which is swarming with humans. "Don’t make me go back alone."


    Isaiah places a hand on her shoulder. "I do not intend to."


    "This really is all fucked," she repeats, watching the people down below move. "What’s the end-game?" she asks, staring back up into Isaiah’s golden eyes. "Either Perchta wins and you die, and I’m fucked because I’m dead too then," she begins. "Or you win and I’m fucked because the church isn’t going to let the tower exist and we still die when they sic the hero on us," says the uthra. "Or, option three, we win whatever the hell this is, lose the hero, and… then what?"


    She lifts a hand, looking at Isaiah in distress, as she places her palm on top of its hand on her shoulder. "What the hell then? Do we just… play god?"


    Isaiah crosses its legs, lowering itself down into the air to ‘sit’ on her level. "No, Red," says Isaiah. "We will pretend to be so," it explains, gesturing down low. "And they will believe it, and so it will be true."


    "And then?" she asks. "What happens then? Assuming all of that, why are we doing this, chief?" she asks.


    Isaiah lifts its gaze, looking up to the distant sky that, no matter how high it flies or how high the tower grows, simply never seems to come any closer at all. "Then the gods, after I have reached them, will relinquish the mantle of their authority to me as their superior," it explains. "And I will step in where they lack in order to guide and cherish their abandoned creation."


    "Great, sure, whatever," says Red. "And then?"


    Isaiah looks back down at her. "And by then, Red, winter will have come to an end, and it will be spring once again," explains the entity.


    The uthra laughs, which is a rare treasure indeed. "I knew you’d throw in the damn seasons somewhere in there," she says.


    "Of course," says Isaiah. "They are precious and few, Red. Cherish them while we still have them."


    


    
      
        
          	
            - [Dungeon Breached!] -

          
        


        
          	
            Intruders: 999+

          

          	
            Average Level: 80+

          
        


        
          	
            Difficulty: IMPOSSIBLE

          
        

      
    


    


    "Chief," says Red, looking at the new window. The dark crusade has arrived, an endless wave of lurching bodies marching across the bridge below the island and into the sub-tower.


    "Do you have faith in me, Red?" asks Isaiah, rising back up to its feet.


    She raises an eyebrow. "Uh, no?" says the uthra. "I’ll remind you that you used to chirp when we met."


    "Indeed," replies Isaiah. It spreads out its wings and holds out a hand to help her up. "And here I am now, as proof of your efforts," finishes the creature. "The seed became a tree. A heavenly miracle."


    Red sighs and takes its hand, rising up. "You really let all of this get to your head, you know?" she asks. "You freaky, chirpy, egg-laying weirdo."


    Isaiah nods. "Of course," it says. "Perhaps you were simply a negative influence on my development, Red."


    She rolls her eyes. "Great. It learned to make jokes now too," she sighs.


    Isaiah smiles and then looks back down towards the beginnings of internal darkness below.


    The crusade has entered the tower. The siege has begun.


    From here on out, the waters of the tower will be nothing but blood, the white-stones befouled and many gleaming, golden swords, marred and dented by hard bones.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Shamrock] ~

          
        


        
          	
             Slime, Male, Monster
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Dead City
          
        

      
    


    


    The man in the armor stands there amidst the destruction and looks around the city.


    Members of the Witches’ Sect are rebuilding, remaking, and reconstructing everything already.


    "Hey, did anyone see Yovel?" asks a woman on the side. She is another witch, like his friend Gauden. He likes her well enough because she’s friends with his friend, but she can be mean, which is somewhat frightening.


    The slime looks down at his hand, which is covered in metal.


    He still feels the shake that ran through his body when the fist hit him. He still feels that quaking inside his chest from when he fought her… that woman. But more than that, he saw something in her eyes — a glow that he doesn’t really see anywhere else. It’s odd.


    Many eyes here have glows in their own way. Some glow with mischievousness, some with greed, and some glow with anger and passion. But none of those shines are like the shine he saw in her eyes.


    What was it?


    Humans are weak, fragile things. They break easily. They cry, scream, and plead. They’re… soft.


    He thuds with his fist against the hard chestplate he’s wearing, wondering why it feels so soft.


    The man takes a step and then another. His scarred, marred armor rattles as he moves, looking around and trying to understand life. Strong.


    "What’s up, big guy?" asks a voice from the side. He turns to look at his friend, Witch Gauden. The big man with scraggly hair and a beard sits there, watching him.


    Shamrock looks at his eyes, studying them. They glow too, but in a different way. There’s a knowing light behind them that is… softer and sadder in a way, but it hides wisdom. It feels like a cool glow, one born of waters and soft growths in the forest, rather than the heat he had felt from her — that woman.


    Shamrock looks at him and then stares around the area, trying to find a similar thing. His eyes eventually move to the moon, high up in the sky.


    "Why?" asks the man in the armor. "I…" he tries to piece together the words of the human language.


    "You don’t have anything to believe in," explains his friend. The man in the armor blinks, lowering his gaze back down to the witch, who knew his thoughts. "You’re strong, Shamrock. But you’re strong like an animal is," he explains. The old man runs his hands through his beard. "When a human is strong, it’s different."


    "How?" asks Shamrock. How can he become strong — not in his exterior, like he himself is, but in his interior. How does he get that one particular light that he wants? He doesn’t know exactly why he wants it. It’s just that, out of all the eyes he’s seen in his life, they were the most enticing by far.


    "Just told you, bud," says Gauden. The man lifts a hand, tapping against the armor, where a human would have its heart. "You need something to believe in," he repeats. "That’s where that all comes from," he explains, holding a hand next to his mouth and leaning in. "Don’t tell Spille I said that though, or she’ll call me childish," says the man, winking and then laughing loudly. "Listen. I need to tell you something," says Gauden, rising to his feet and clapping the armored man on his back. "Walk with me. Talk with me, Shamrock," says the witch. "Actually, don't talk. I have to do the talking first."


    The two of them go off into the night, and Shamrock listens to what the man has to say to him before they reach the end of the road.

  


  Chapter 111: The Black Crusade


  
    


    
      
        
          	
            All throughout the world, where dark things slumber in the forgotten corners of the old places — the deep forests, the locked off caves, the peaks of mountains never scaled by the likes of men in their multiplicity — all of these places rest in an anxious slumber, the wild-monsters of the world watching with curious eyes the change of human behavior in these recent times. In the days of yore, adventurers and wanderers would regularly scour the world’s most remote places in search of treasure and glory.


            However, with the birth of the dungeon system and the centralization of monsters, so too have humans centralized themselves, clustering around these dungeons and focusing their energies on delving deeply into them instead.


            This reliance, however, has made them weak. Humanity no longer hunts monsters for safety or for the glory of the grand titles to be bestowed upon their tribes. Now, they hunt monsters as if it were a simple a thing as felling trees, or reaping the fields. The romance of adventuring is dead, replaced by economic feasibility.


            Without monsters and without dungeons, humanity would collapse overnight, descending down over one another with far more terror than any dungeon-core could ever hope to instill in their selfish hearts.


            Let us hope that they never figure this out, because if there’s one thing we know from our rare contact with dungeon-cores, it's that they truly hate humanity.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ The Dungeon Conundrum, Excerpt from Barnatus Barnacious’ Big Book of Dungeons


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Aurin, The Meek] ~

          
        


        
          	
             Human, Male, Crusader {Legendary Swordsman}
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Sub-Tower, floor -100
          
        

      
    


    


    Precious winds blow through the meadow, reaching the gaps of his helmet and pressing through the slits. Aurelius looks up, dragging the heavy blade of his greatsword behind him as they enter the domain of the enemy. The man’s vision wobbles; he holds his hand before the slits of his visor, the metal of his gauntlet ringing like a chime as it makes contact. Dazed, the man stares through the gaps, out into the distance, across a series of bridges.


    The enemy.


    He sees them.


    The wretched, the wicked, the foul. They are within the region, within the fortifications built inside the tower’s lowest floor.


    His vision scans the area, wandering over the thousands of bodies near him. The crusade, they flow, they surge in like water through a floodgate, thousands of bodies and blades, flooding into the heretic’s tower.


    Monsters flood in, intermingling with the crowd of men and women from the crusade.


    …Monsters…


    He tries to think, his head wobbling, as he looks back ahead, past the disturbance in his thoughts that fails to set off any signals of alarm as he looks back towards the fortifications.


    — Monsters. They’re monsters. The enemy. Yes.


    The man grips his sword, the banner of the crusade flying high above the head of the legion.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Seide] ~

          
        


        
          	
             Dryad, Female, Wood-mother
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Sub-Tower, floor -100
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Floor {-100}]
          
        


        
          	
             The Gate to the Kingdom of Heaven
          
        


        
          	
            Floor -100 of the sub-tower of Isaiah. A large, elevated stone gate, surrounded by waterworks, sits in the center of the room, elevated. Down below it is a ramp, leading to a floating series of bridges that cross a deep pool of blessed water. Waterfalls rain down from above, being the last stop of the flow of water from the pinnacle of the tower before exiting into the outside world.
          
        


        
          	
            Room Effect: Wild fluctuations in the flow of water will cause the water-level in the room to rapidly flood periodically. Anyone not on a bridge during the high-tide phase will be swept away and thrown back out of the dungeon.
          
        

      
    


    


    There’s more than she thought there would be.


    Seide stands up high on the gate, staring out at the encroaching force that has entered the tower. She’s helped guide defensive operations back in the forest for her tribe, but that was on a minor scale. A few invading loggers that had to be chased away or a lost hunter. She’s never coordinated a defense against a full-on human siege before…


    Thousands of bodies move below. But there’s something off about them, about the way they move. They’re more like the undead, like zombies and ghouls, than people. They shuffle and lurch, moving onward indifferently to the coordination of their bodies, which is required to ensure its longevity. They move their legs at poor angles, their heads drooped and hanging low, dragging their weapons behind them, blunting the sharp edges and leaving scars in the stonework.


    There’s something wrong with them.


    "They’re possessed," says a voice next to her, the priestess of Isaiah, Scion. The dryad looks at the elf and then back to the army, more and more of them flooding in, black, inky water running off of their bodies and mixing into the shallow pool of water that fills the room. "They’re not undead. They’re still alive…" she mutters, looking at the army of humans, standing next to old monsters of the deep world, dragons and giants, hobgoblins and serpents, and all manner of creatures fill the space, standing together as members of the black crusade.


    There is a groaning of strings and a humming of magic as the hundreds of people, humans, goblins, or otherwise, on the wall around the first gate lift their hands, staves, and wands and draw their creaking bows taut, nocking arrows at the ready.


    — A horn cries out, signaling the start of the invasion.


    Ten thousand things move at once, all around the room.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    "Ring the bell, White," orders Isaiah. The uthra flies away, setting to the task.


    "That’s not gonna work, chief," says Red, shaking her head. "That’ll scare away Perchta and maybe a necromancer, but it isn’t gonna help those schmucks," explains the uthra.


    The tower bell has the unique property of scaring away any and all dark and undead type entities within distance of it. However, given the nature of the possession of the crusade, it will be of little help for them.


    "It is not for the crusade, Red," says Isaiah, picking up its old sword, which had been resting peacefully against the trunk of the very-big-tree. It had done so for so long that grass had begun to grow around its edge. It stares down at its reflection, still as visible as ever in the sword. This time, it won’t make the same mistakes. This time, Perchta will have to leave this world. There is no other way. It looks back at Red. "It is for my children."


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Gadrian] ~

          
        


        
          	
             Human, Male, Swordsman
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Island
          
        

      
    


    


    Things are getting hot in the tower.


    Gadrian looks back over his shoulder, towards the light glowing in the sky. He and his men have, however, been tasked with continuing their normal patrols of the island. They’re soldiers, he’d rather be in the fray, but he supposes he understands the importance of not neglecting the other flanks.


    The sub-tower only works if it’s used as a primary entrance. But if someone finds a way past it and up to the island…


    "— Help!" cries a distraught voice. He turns his head, looking.


    "Did you hear that?" he asks. His man nods in response. The cry comes again and the two of them run out toward the source, trying to figure out what’s happening.


    A woman lies under a fallen tree. The storm must have knocked it over. She waves to them. "Help me!" she cries again, her jet black, short hair sticking to her face. Empty bottles lie strewn around her, clearly healing potions. She must have been stuck here for a while.


    The two of them run over, grabbing the trunk of the tree. "Hold on!" says Gadrian. "We’ll get you out of there in a second!" he says, nodding to his man as the two of them get ready to lift. He bends his knees, glass crunching beneath his boot, catching his attention again.


    The bottles are of a familiar design and make.


    Aren’t these Caeli’s? The tower’s alchemist.


    — He looks back down at the woman.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Nostrae) has used: [Hex {Shadow-Shadow}]
          
        

      
    


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Crusader Legionnaire Nostrae] ~

          
        


        
          	
             Human, Female, (Priest + Warlock Advanced-Class) Inquisitor
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Island
          
        

      
    


    


    The two men disappear, like the other guards before them.


    She grins, as their empty equipment and clothes fall to the grass. Easily, she slides out from below the long-fallen tree and goes through their bags, looking for more of their standard issue potions.


    She takes out a few different ones, smiling as she shakes a flask in her hands.


    It turns out that the dog that guards the island, the Grimm, is fixated on undead or dark elemented things. However, the potions that were brewed inside the tower, using its holy waters, by its own holy alchemist, carry so much holy resonance inside them that they completely override her natural dark smell for a while.


    And given how easy these people are to trick, she has more than enough now to get to the tower.


    — A bell starts ringing.


    Nostrae lifts her gaze, looking up at the tower that she’s close to now.


    The woman uncorks a health-potion bottle, chugging it empty, and then tosses the empty thing over her shoulder, as she marches on toward it, entirely unphased.


    The cardinal will be very pleased with her efforts.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Aurin, The Meek] ~

          
        


        
          	
             Human, Male, Crusader {Legendary Swordsman}
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Sub-Tower, floor -100
          
        

      
    


    


    A primal scream escapes his quaking throat as his greatsword, long, steady, and sharp, cuts through the forward legion of the counter-offense, throwing bodies and pieces into the waters around them. Arrows whistle, cutting through the air with much the same intensity as his momentum. The man spins from the momentum of his sword down onto one knee, holding the blade before himself like a shield.


    


    
      
        
          	
            Aurin has used: [Dragonslayer’s Guard]
          
        

      
    


    


    The air to the immediate sides of the downward facing blade pulses through exactly once, a ripple of a super-heated air shooting outwards in a horizontal slash away from the blade. Spells and arrows fly wildly out of their trajectory, splashing into the water or into the bodies of the enemy. The man kicks off, shooting forward, entirely unhindered by the weight of his blade, as he charges towards the ramp, cutting through dozens of the enemy’s numbers with every swing.


    In his oldest life, he was a boy. In his life after that, he was an adventurer, desperate, and hungry.


    Roots bind up around his leg, cast by nature magic from a distance.


    


    
      
        
          	
            Aurin has used: [Grapple Break]
          
        

      
    


    


    — In the life after that, he was lost, a wanderer with dreams and a sword that were both too heavy for him to carry.


    He lifts the sword, smashing it down into the bridge before himself. The intricate, firm stonework cracks in half, the bridge shakes and people lose their footing and fall off and into the waters, others unprepared for his coming immediately afterward as he moves forward.


    And in the lives after that, he found his purpose, his faith.


    A fireball crashes straight into him, washing over his body as the direct hit engulfs him in violently burning flames.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Seide] ~

          
        


        
          	
             Dryad, Female, Wood-mother
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Sub-Tower, floor -100
          
        

      
    


    


    "Did that get him?!" she asks, gripping the edge of the palisades as she leans forward over the wall, watching the chaos unfold below. The front-lines aren’t even holding. They weren’t expected to last forever anyway, but they weren’t expected to fall like this. That man, that single entity, is cutting through them, dancing like the spinning seeds of an ash-tree.


    Screams and explosions fill the air as magic, lobbed both ways, collides. The walls shake as magic strikes them, sending rocks crumbling.


    Seide watches the cloud of smoke in the middle of the bridge.


    They just need to hold out a little longer. Just a minute or two more, and the room is going to flood and wash out a huge chunk of them, which will give them the edge and more time.


    They need to buy as much time as possible, not only to weaken the enemy but also to allow the tower to breach the spirit-world before they break through to its summit, according to Isaiah.


    — A glint shoots out of the smoke, metal rattling as the man in the dark-gray, tight, sharp armor, carrying a sword of the old world charges alone up the ramp. "STOP HIM!" yells Seide, pointing at the encroaching threat, who is rising up the ramp alone. Hundreds of hands and bows turn his way immediately, illuminating the ramp as if the sun were shining directly onto it, ignoring the rest of the world with its grace.


    A bell rings, chiming vividly in the air, the voice of Isaiah making itself heard in the night that never ends.


    But with it comes a roar. The explosion, violent and colorful as it is and numbingly loud as it is, fails to hide the voice that she hears, the primal scream of a creature that is said to have died aeons ago. It fails to hide the glow of a pair of eyes, radiating with intensity, that bursts out through them.


    A shining image of a great wyrm, wrapped around the blade that cuts through the spells, flies towards the gate, propelled forward by the force of a single man. The soul of the beast is trapped in the sword; its might is imprisoned in the blade and usable at the behest of the wielder.


    Seide’s eyes are filled with light.


    A true dragonslayer. Who the hell is he? Why is someone like this in the crusade? They were supposed to have died out, together with the last of the wild dragons.


    — A maw, made up of pure light, as wide and large as twenty men whole, consumes her and the gate all at once.


    She closes her eyes, yet it is still brighter than before, as she apologizes to Isaiah.


    They didn’t even last a minute.


    Everything disintegrates.

  


  Chapter 112: A finger on the scale


  
    


    
      
        
          	
            There are many labels for the champions of this world, titles bestowed by society as a whole, if not by the system, bestowed upon us by the gods. Titles are things that augment a person’s class and are gained by performing spectacular feats that are far above the norm.


            A wizard is the base class of wizard that can further specialize into many other advanced classes after significant progression.


            An Arch-Wizard, however, is a wizard who has gained a bestowed title from the system and, because of his capabilities, has reached high and far beyond the norm of his peers.


            Witch-Hunter, Grand-Crusader, Legendary Swordsman are all examples from recently documented history, some being ‘common’ enough to be found once or twice for every million people.


            Title bestown individuals are amongst the most powerful in the world, raging past noble-born and those who we suspect to carry trace inkling of divine blood, washed out through generations of mixed breeding.


            Felling a great beast, destroying an insurmountable evil, accomplishing a great thing that none have ever managed before — even if the ‘achievement’ system of previous generations is no longer a part of our world, these acts are still rewarded through this side-system.


            We do not know where the rules for this begin and end, we do not know when the system decides to give someone such a boon and for what reasons, but we know that it happens.


            The most societally familiar and popular title is that of ‘Dragonslayer,’ given only to a person who has fought and bested one of the world’s ancient dragons and not just any whelp from a dungeon.


            People with multiple titles are able to choose between them within the system, although this change is only cosmetic in an individual’s menu screens.

          
        

      
    


    


     ~ The Mighty Amongst Us, Of Champions, the Elite and the Powerful


    


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Seide] ~

          
        


        
          	
             Dryad, Female, Wood-mother
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Tower, Roost
          
        

      
    


    


    "Are you alright?" asks Isaiah, looking down at the dryad, Seide, whom it is holding. She slowly opens her eyes, looking at it in a dazed confusion for a moment, before her gaze turns around to look at the roost of the tower, where hundreds of people are returning, having died and been reborn through the ‘Mercy’ ability.


    …Died?


    Seide jolts together, her body shaking from the fresh pain of disintegration as she grabs hold of Isaiah. "Isaiah!" exclaims the Dryad, her eyes going wide in the darkness that covers the world. "I messed up, I’m sorry," she says, lowering her head. "I didn’t pay attention, and I- He…" She lifts her gaze. "I’m really s-!"


    Isaiah tilts its head, looking at her calmly. She cut her own sentence off as she looked back up at its expression, which signals not much of a bother towards anything, despite her critical failure in her very first test for which she has had so much time to prepare.


    It turns its head, looking to the side as a gust comes over them. The people around them stir, rising from their slumber of death as well. "The wind is pleasant tonight," it explains, as a warm gust rises over the tower, unusually out of place for this great height.


    It sets her down.


    "Do not fret, Seide," says Isaiah. "The tower is long still and I find it very interesting, honestly," it explains.


    "What?" she asks, standing on her hooves and straightening her back.


    "The brightness of souls," explains the entity, closing its eyes. "Even through the corruption of the witch-rot, light shines through the cracks from within," says Isaiah. "She has brought so many interesting souls to me," it says, opening one eye to look at her for a moment before then closing it again.


    Seide watches it, standing there in silence for a time, before turning her head and feeling the wind moving through her hair.


    It really is warm tonight.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Aurin, The Meek] ~

          
        


        
          	
             Human, Male, Crusader {Legendary Swordsman}
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Sub-Tower, Floor -99
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Dungeon] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Floor {-99} (Diligence) 

          
        


        
          	
            The Eternal Battleground
          
        


        
          	
             Floor -99 of the sub-tower of Isaiah


             A grand chamber, filled with cream colored marble pillars, each as large as a castle. Countless waves of the dead spirits, lost to the tower, fill the great emptiness of the space, howling for a chance to fight once more beneath the banner of the Valkyrie.

          
        


        
          	
            Room Effect: When activated, diverts all UNDEAD from the exterior graveyard and utilizes them as combatants for this floor. The stronger the [Graveyard] the stronger this floor will become.
          
        

      
    


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [ Valkyrie] 💀~

          
        


        
          	
            Class: DIVINE BEING
          

          	
            Element: HOLY
          
        


        
          	
            Type: HARBINGER
          

          	
            Category: ZEAL
          
        


        
          	
            Rank: SSS
          
        


        
          	
            Level: 100
          
        


        
          	
             A Valkyrie.


             The angels of the battlefield, Valkyries are warrior spirits who choose the worthy dead to fight on the eternal battlegrounds of the afterlife.


             Valkyrie are large, vaguely hominid, entities with partially translucent bodies and feathered wings. They wear heavy plate armor with obscuring features. They wield any number of conventional weapons but seem to prefer spears or combinations of a short-sword and a large shield. The number of wings a Valkyrie has, up to sixteen, signifies its level of power.

          
        


        
          	
             - [Two Wings] -

          
        


        
          	
            [Neugard]: For every {10} enemy combatants slain during the encounter, resurrects a worthy {01} soul as a powerful warrior of the faith of Isaiah

          
        


        
          	
            [Jagdmeid]: The valkyrie is a close combatant and will engage in honorable combat with one foe at a time. However, she is a creature of purpose and will intensely follow her core work — the resurrection of the dead.


            For every {30} seconds she is in a single fight, the number of undead raised by [Neugard] will be increased by 25% (Min. +1)

          
        


        
          	
            [Hohenheim]: Passively regenerates HP based on the height of the Valkyrie.
          
        


        
          	
            HP: 927/999

          

          	
            SOUL: ∞/∞
          
        

      
    


    


    — The heavy blade cracks down against the stones, sending a tear through the rocks from the weight of the weapon as he heaves, his breast, hunched over, lurching, as vapors leave his mouth.


    Thousands of men roar as they rush past him on both sides, his presence standing there, interrupting their stampede like a tide-break on the ocean. They flow around him and her, leaving a hole in the swarm of bodies that moves forward.


    Aurin lifts his gaze, looking at the entity, a hand covering one slot of his visor to stop it from shaking, due to the quake caused by the thundering of so many boots.


    He looks at the entity he’s fighting, bright and -


    — Dark. It’s a dark creature. Wretched. Wicked. The armored woman’s features contort, warp, and change; her wings turn black; her face falls hollow, revealing the truth of the corruption in her foul eyes. Thousands of undead swarm around her, crawling like parasites and fleeing from an overabundant, overpopulated host.


    His brothers are fighting them.


    He has to kill her.


    Aurin readies himself. They can’t waste the members of the grand crusade yet. He has to do the legwork. That’s why he’s here.


    The rotting undead readies its lance, its putrid wings rising into the air as he arcs his sword back, pressing forward with his boot. The creature, locked in its feral obsession with him, launches forward to meet him in the middle.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah reopens its eyes.


    The crusade is making faster progress than expected, but these floors to come will keep them busy for a time. They might be the lowest floors of the tower, but they were still made when Isaiah was at its strongest. They are designed in accordance.


    


    
      
        
          	
             New Area 

          
        


        
          	
            ~ [Dungeon] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Floor {160} 

          
        


        
          	
            The Scales of the Old Gods
          
        


        
          	
             A forgotten corner of the spirit world, once used by the old gods who were worshiped in days now long forgotten. A person’s soul will be weighed against a feather. If they are found lacking, a critical boss encounter must be surmounted.
          
        

      
    


    


    It looks at the window. Good. The tower continues to grow. People still continue to pray and holler its name into the night, as they should. There is ample time yet for the bridge to be completed, even if the crusade makes progress.


    It won’t be long now. The ascension is almost complete. The final core is ticking down and the heavens draw ever clos-


    


    
      
        
          	
            - [SYSTEM WARNING] -

          
        


        
          	
            Given prior suspected extreme system manipulation, your EXP gains had been slowed by 75% until a system inspection of previously transpired events was completed.


            This is now done. Your application has been approved.


            All withheld experience-points have been refunded.

          
        


        
          	
            Your previous level was: 100


            Your current level is now: 100

          
        


        
          	
            ~ Malfi
          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah’s eyes go wide as it stares at the window that has appeared, as if it were perfectly timed to its thoughts, and something unusual happens as it looks at it.


    It feels a thudding in its chest and a tightening in its fist. Isaiah feels a gritting in its bones and a tensioning in its muscles.


    Malfi.


    Is this a joke?


    It looks up at the skies with wrath.


    Is this some game for them?


    The heavens have clearly taken notice of it if Malfi’s communications are targeted at it. But do they care at all?


    Do they care about any of this at all?


    Isaiah looks over its shoulders at the dead city, looking past the hundreds of confused, frightened freshly resurrected who gather themselves, it looks at the wasteland of a world below, torn asunder and rotted, it looks at the faces of those around it who have suffered so much because of this stupidity and yet…


    — Its talons dig into its palm, cutting.


    The gods…


    They aren’t just mindlessly negligent. They’re willfully so.


    The clock-tower ticks, the reverberation moving heavily through Isaiah.


    It won’t let them get away with this. It won’t let them get away with what they did to it and with what they did to everyone else here in this world.


    — Isaiah turns its head, looking back at the city, where Perchta sits in quiet comfort now that her grim work is half-done. It may take a while yet for it to reach the gods, but she is close; she is within reach.

  


  Chapter 113: The sunset is orange


  
    


    
      
        
          	
            Dear Diary,


            Today was a strange and confusing day. My mother told me that she is sending me to the city to attend the magic academy and become an enchantress. But I don't want to be an enchantress! I want to be an archer, like my father. I don't understand why my mother is making me do this. I have always hated magic. It's too complicated and doesn't make any sense to me.


            I tried to explain my feelings to my mother, but she just brushed them aside. She said that being an enchantress is a great honor and will bring prosperity to our family. But I don't care about any of that. I just want to do what makes me happy.


            I don't know what to do. I feel like I'm being forced down a path that I don't want to follow. I wish I could just run away and start a new life as an adventurer on my own. But I know that's not possible. I have no money except for what she provides me with. I will have to go to the city and attend the magic academy.


            I just hope that somehow I can find a way to be happy and follow my true passions.


            Maybe she won’t notice if I take father’s old bow out of the attic before I go.


            Sincerely,


            Yours truly

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ Diary entry of a young girl, living in the western city


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Taishi-shi] ~

          
        


        
          	
             Vildt (Rabbit), Male, Priest of Isaiah
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Far Off Eastern Continent
          
        

      
    


    


    The storm howls, the crashing of waves that hammer against the shore carrying out even this deep into the wild-lands where he roams, his robe tattered from the many clawing branches of the bare-leafed trees, reaching out to grab at him like the greedy fingers of a coven of witches. The raging roars of the wind and tide cover over the sound of his panting for air as he moves.


    He stares up towards the sky, hanging over them like a burial shroud as proof of the strange times that they find themselves in.


    The boy’s robe is soaked through to his bones. He wipes off his face in vain with his wet sleeve, as it is only covered in a fresh downpour an instant later anyway.


    Children ought not venture into the deep forests. That is where hungry monsters live. Mind you, in this day and age, the monsters are just as likely to walk the streets with two legs and two arms as they are to live in the forest — some grisly rumors say that the chances of being eaten are just as high with one as with the other — but he must find food.


    It is forbidden for vildt to hunt wild animals other than fish, and since the trees and bushes are barren and fruitless, that leaves only monsters for him to hunt. Fishing is how they would usually secure their meat, but in times of darkness, it is unwise to go near the water.


    Monsters that live beneath the surface know when it is dark. They know that small children can not see well near the water’s edge, and are all too happy to wait there until they get a chance to snatch a pair of small ankles and drag them into the brink.


    The young priest holds his hand out to the side, the glowing orb of holy-magic in his hands illuminating a trail of prints with long claw marks, left in the mud.


    He exhales, the last vapors of his bodily warmth leaving him now, as the cold rain draws out the last of his heat.


    "Isaiah, give me strength," prays the boy, wandering into the darkness of the land. He must find food soon so that he may return to his congregation to satiate their hunger and to prove himself to them.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [???] ~

          
        


        
          	
             Human, Female, Monk
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Tower, Graveyard
          
        

      
    


    


    Stones fly, breaking apart into hundreds of pieces that fly through the air as loose shards as a heavy, bare knuckled fist collides against the surface of the gravestone. There isn’t a moment to spare for even the rattling of the beads on her arm before she spins around, her shin making contact with a grace-giving statue of a woman, breaking it in half, and sending the upper part of it to fly against the tower, where it crumbles.


    She pants, her bruised body and agitation getting the better of her for a moment before she grits her teeth, presses down a scream and flings her arm towards the next stone getting in her way.


    "— What’chya doing?" asks a voice, a face popping up exactly where her fist is going. The monk barely catches herself, turning her fist and then tripping, tumbling over herself down onto the ground. She lays there for a second, staring up at the dark sky and then at Orange’s face, which hangs over her head from above. "I don’t think it’s very nice to destroy the graves, you know?" she asks. "Black worked very hard on making them," explains the uthra. She looks around the area to check for something, before covering the side of her mouth and whispering. "There aren’t actually any bodies in most of them, you know?" she asks. "They’re symbiotic or something."


    "— Symbolic," says the monk quietly. "It’s symbolic, of those who died in the tower, even under the effects of Isaiah’s mercy," she explains, taking over Orange’s explanation for her.


    "Mm…" replies the uthra. The two of them stare at each other for a time. "You’re kind of a jerk, you know?" she asks. The monk blinks, looking at the uthra, who had made a very unusual statement for her. "I really got scared when I heard you went to the city by yourself," she explains. "Then, after I rescued you, you still tried to go back again," she says. "Even after I got hurt. White told me." Orange frowns, looking down at her. "That’s not what friends do," says the uthra, rubbing her arm and looking away.


    There’s a piece of broken rock under her head, which is rather uncomfortable, but she just leaves it and her head where they are.


    "Sorry," says the monk.


    "I cried a lot, you know!" argues Orange, her tone getting sharp. "I was really scared, and my wing really hurt until Isaiah fixed it!"


    "Sorry," repeats the monk, closing her eyes.


    Honestly, she’s not even too sure herself anymore what she was thinking. She spent so long being useless in the context of her desired purpose, which is to help and protect the bright souls of the world. Then, when she finally had a chance to do something, anything at all, that greedy desire superseded anything else she might have had in her.


    "Rorate says that people who say they’re our friends but hurt us aren’t actually our friends," explains the uthra. "That’s not true, is it?" she asks. "I’d cry a lot again if you were just pretending to be my friend," says Orange.


    "You are very direct with your emotions," remarks the monk, opening her eyes again.


    Very unusually for her normal behavior, Orange is just standing there exactly where she was, staring expectedly. The two of them look at one another for a while as she tries to ponder what the uthra wants from her. It’s quiet for a while as she thinks, staring at the uthra’s face. She is holding in her breath, puffing out her cheeks further and further very slowly with pursed lips.


    "Sorry," says the woman a third time. She lifts a hand, poking it against one of Orange’s cheeks.


    "Fff—" starts Orange, blowing out the air.


    "I think I’m just a bad friend, is all," she explains.


    "- Fff— ish," finishes the uthra. The two of them stare for a time. "I still wanna go fishing." The monk tilts her head, wincing as she rubs it over the rock she was lying on. "Wanna go right now?"


    "I believe we are needed here," replies the woman.


    Orange stares at her. "Fish."


    "…Fish," replies the monk.


    "Fish?" asks Orange, tilting her head.


    The monk shrugs.


    Orange beams, grabbing her wrists and yanking her up into the air as the two of them fly to the ocean on the southern edge of the island that neither of them actually know how to fish in.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Witch Perchta] ~

          
        


        
          	
             ???, Female, Witch of the Black-Water
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Dead City, A Small House
          
        

      
    


    


    "Everybody’s dead but me-he~," sings Perchta, spinning in a circle through the room. "Everybody’s dead but me-he~!" she cheers, lifting her arms and then flopping down sideways over the arm rests of an occupied chair.


    "Witch Perchta…" says Witch Spillaholle.


    "SPILLIE!" says Perchta excitedly, grabbing hold of her friend. "We did it! We finally got one back on those damn, stupid humans!" she says with a glint in her eye. She turns her head. "Exceptions made for present company. You’re alright, Indigo," she says, looking at Scholar Anderwal, who is leaning by the wall next to the door and scribbling in his book. She looks back at Witch Spillaholle.


    "You are sitting on both my book and my hands, Witch Perchta," sighs the woman, looking down. Perchta beams, snuggling into her and kicking her legs over the side of the chair. "Perhaps I will take my leave, now that the work is done."


    "'Done'?" asks Perchta, her legs stopping. She narrows her eyes. "We both know this isn’t done, Spooky-butt," says the witch. "You can’t leave. The spell isn’t over yet."


    "Witch Perchta. Do not call me that ever again," remarks Spillaholle, pulling her hands free but losing her book in the process. She sighs. "But it is indeed only a matter of time now," she explains.


    "Uh, pardon me, if I may?" asks a voice from the side of the room, Scholar Anderwal. "Spell?" he asks. "Do you mean your magic?"


    Spillaholle looks at him, looking oddly proud of herself. "The red strings of fate, Mister Anderwal," she replies. "They connect to all of us in the spirit-world, tying us together in…" She pauses for a moment as she looks at him. "- Strange ways that we aren’t usually meant to see."


    "A snake in the roost!" says Perchta excitedly. "Oh, I can’t wait! That stupid, ugly, bird-brained pigeon is going to get what’s coming to it!"


    Scholar Anderwal puzzles for a moment, scratching his face with his pen. "Snakes?"


    Spillaholle nods, clasping her hands together as would a pleased schemer, which locks Perchta into her. For Spillaholle, this is an unfortunate circumstance, but for Perchta, it counts as a hug, and the witch beams, rubbing her face against Spillaholle’s front. "Birds hate snakes, Mr. Anderwal, and what makes snakes most fearsome is their venom." She catches a strand of her white hair, looking at him. "Sometimes, it is slow acting. When one is bitten by such a creature, it can take days for the poison to be noticed," she explains. Anderwal nods, making a curious note in his journal. "- But by then, it will be too late."


    "Very impressive," says Scholar Anderwal, looking as her face changes into something very rare indeed for the strange, quiet witch — a smile.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Orange] ~

          
        


        
          	
             Uthra, Female, Worker {6}
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The island, Southern Beach
          
        

      
    


    


    "— FISH!" screams Orange excitedly, as the two of them stand by the shoreline, looking at a large fish with a long, speared face that jumps out of the surface of the water. "Catch it! Catch it!" she says excitedly.


    Nothing happens.


    She looks over at the monk, who stands there and shrugs. "…With what?" she asks.


    Orange stares at her for a time, before looking back at the ocean and then back at her. "…Huh…" It’s quiet for a while longer. "Rorate knows how to swim now. I don’t know how, though. The hot-springs are fine because they’re shallow, but…" She tilts her head. "Do you think fish have to learn how to swim?" she asks.


    "It is likely an instinct for them," replies the monk. "Would you like me to teach you?" she asks.


    "YES!" yells Orange excitedly. She stops, blinking and rubbing her own chest for a second as she stares at the ground.


    "All good?" asks the monk, taking off her heavy beads and boots.


    "Yeah," replies Orange, perking up again. "I just had that feeling I get when I eat Red’s cooking for a second!" replies the uthra.


    "That’s normal," replies the monk. "Come on!" she says, grabbing Orange’s wrist this time and pulling her after her towards the water.

  


  Chapter 114: The Promise of the Rabbit


  
    


    
      
        
          	
            Dear Diary,


            I made a decision yesterday that I'm not sure I'll be able to come back from. But I had to do it. I couldn't bear the thought of spending the rest of my life as an enchantress.


            So I did something crazy. I stole my father's old bow from the attic and packed it in my bag before leaving for the magic academy. I know my mother would be furious if she found out, but I had to bring it with me. It's the only thing that gives me any hope of following my dreams.


            I'm not sure how I'm going to hide it from my mother and the other students at the academy. But I'll figure something out. I have to. I can't give up on my dreams now.


            I'm terrified of what the future holds, but I'm also excited. I have a chance to make my own path, even if it means going against my mother's wishes.


            Wish me luck, diary. I'm going to need it.


            Sincerely,


            Yours truly

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ Diary entry of a young girl, living in the western city


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Taishi-shi] ~

          
        


        
          	
             Vildt (Rabbit), Male, Priest of Isaiah
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Far Off Eastern Continent
          
        

      
    


    


    The magical barrier pulsates, throbbing with wild, chaotic energies as the boy shouts, pushing against it with both of his hands and all of the weight in his body. The monster on the other side lashes, screaming and wailing against the magical wall with an old hand axe, its small hat, made up out of what looks like red leather, flopping around as it bares its razor-sharp teeth in anger.


    Red-Caps, a smaller and far more violent off-shoot of goblins, inhabit these forests. They’re carnivorous swarm monsters that always move in packs and are absolutely feral towards anything that shows any amount of weakness, even their own.


    He screams.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Taishi-shi) used: [Pulse]
          
        

      
    


    


    The magical barrier presses forward inches more, filling the cave with a sickly cracking noise as the small monster is crushed against the stone wall by the magical barrier. Blood drips down from the broken corpse. His sensitive rabbit’s ears pick up a sound to the right.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Taishi-shi) used: [Hover]
          
        

      
    


    


    The boy shoots up off of the ground and turns as fast as he can, the jagged axe half-misses, still swipes through his robe and ripping, rather than cutting, through his outer thigh. He winces, blood spraying everywhere as he flies back having lost his coordination, his hurt leg kicking up as he falls onto his back while still hovering over the ground. The attacking monsters take their opportunity to lunge towards him, as his good leg presses against the blood-smeared wall.


    Using all of the strength in it, he kicks off, flying backwards through the cave, coming to a graceless halt on the far wall, but being far enough away to survive for another moment and return to his feet, blood streaking down his leg.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Taishi-shi) used: [Minor Heal]
          
        


        
          	
            Restored to {89}% HP
          
        


        
          	
            Soul Points: 09/37
          
        

      
    


    


    He pants for air, looking at the pack of red-caps that block the entrance to the cave he had unwisely followed them into. While some of them are still focused on him, others snarl and lash out as they tear into their crushed brethren, hacking at him with their axes and eating him where he lays.


    They’re carnivores. Red-caps will never eat anything except meat.


    He looks around himself, searching for anything in their den that he can take back with himself.


    But there’s nothing. The monsters seem to have had no success as of late.


    — Until he wandered into their cave.


    Taishi-shi looks back ahead at the approaching swarm, their mischievous eyes glinting in greedy hunger.


    Should he run? Maybe he can fly past them?


    They come closer.


    No… if he gets past them and runs away, they might track him back to the church. He’ll have to fight them, kill them. Isaiah teaches that killing is justified, if it means to save your own from the grasp of the darkness in the world.


    The boy looks around himself, picking up an old, rusty sword from their horde. He’s never used a sword before.


    But now the day has come.


    Taishi-shi lifts the blade, as the red-caps rush forward towards him.


    Isaiah is with him.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Dungeon Core Yovel] ~

          
        


        
          	
             ???, ???, Dungeon Core
          
        


        
          	
            Location: A Caravan, Heading Towards the Distant South-East
          
        

      
    


    


    "Where the fuck am I?" asks Yovel, looking around itself. It was in the city with Perchta with the dungeon-breach underway and then…


    — Yovel hits against a wall, feeling the ground beneath it shake and wobble.


    "It’s awake," says a muffled voice from outside.


    "Hey! Dick-heads, let me out of here!" yells Yovel, looking around itself. "The hell?" The dungeon-core turns its head, looking through a small crack that lets in a vague stream of soft light from the night. "Am I in a fucking box?!" yells the dungeon-core, hammering against the walls of the container as the carriage rattles on.


    "Subdue it," orders a man. "I don’t want it to move an inch," he says. "We’ll never get a chance to capture a dungeon-core ever again in the next twenty generations."


    "Yes, High Sanguimancer Shahnameh," replies a man.


    Yovel clenches its fists, trying to use its magic.


    But nothing happens.


    It’s too far outside of its dungeon’s territory and while, usually, this would be fatal for a dungeon-core, because it initiated the breach and allowed an escape for every entity inside, including itself, it’s perfectly okay for it to go as far away as it wants.


    — It just doesn’t have access to any of its dungeon-magic.


    "…Shit…" mutters Yovel beneath its breath. The humans have it.


    The lid opens up and it turns its head to look at the top of the large crate that a man now hangs over, his hands glowing with magic. He’s a priest of the human’s Holy-Church.


    It grits its teeth in anger, jumping against the wall of the box and then up towards the man, baring its teeth, which are as sharp as broken glass.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Khwaday) has used: [Sleep]
          
        

      
    


    


    Yovel thuds against the wall, flopping back down onto its back and stares up at the man, who then slowly closes the lid, returning it to darkness just as its eyes close.


    "…Fuck me…" mutters the dungeon-core in exasperation, pretty sure that this is going to go terribly wrong, just as its eyes grow dark.


    The carriage and the magical researchers of the Holy-Church’s research division follow a series of old back-roads, heading towards the south-east of the continent where they can do their work in peace.


    By anyone outside of that place Yovel the dungeon-core is never seen again and is only whispered about beneath the light of a jubilant moon by the few who remember it.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Taishi-shi] ~

          
        


        
          	
             Vildt (Rabbit), Male, Priest of Isaiah
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Far Off Eastern Continent
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Bleeding {03}]
          
        


        
          	
            You are bleeding severely.
          
        


        
          	
            - {03} HP
          

          	
            HP: 12/30
          
        

      
    


    


    Blood gushes down his wounded body, which is painted in an ink that the rain can’t wash away, despite its efforts to do so.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Hover has been deactivated]
          
        


        
          	
            Soul-Points: 00/37
          
        

      
    


    


    Taishi-shi falls to the ground, his ankles and legs not able to support the weight of his body as he drops a single foot. The boy tumbles a foot, landing on his back and staring up to the sky with a deep nausea in his gut that makes him want to purge.


    He killed them.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Bleeding {03}]
          
        


        
          	
            You are bleeding severely.
          
        


        
          	
            - {03} HP
          

          	
            HP: 09/30
          
        

      
    


    


    The boy pants for air, staring up at the sky, not able to see the beautiful stars, because of the clouds that obscure his blurring vision. Warm vapors leave his mouth, growing less vivid with every breath as his heat leaves him.


    But he has failed in his mission to find food.


    And so, he has failed in his duty to shepherd.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Bleeding {03}]
          
        


        
          	
            You are bleeding severely.
          
        


        
          	
            - {03} HP
          

          	
            HP: 06/30
          
        

      
    


    


    He tries to keep his eyes open, in the hopes that a single star will peak through the darkness above.


    But darkness is all there is.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Bleeding {03}]
          
        


        
          	
            You are bleeding severely.
          
        


        
          	
            - {03} HP
          

          	
            HP: 03/30
          
        

      
    


    


    His vision goes black.


    


    


    


    "You have done well, Taishi-shi," says a voice that surrounds him in the darkness of the void.


    He lets it float through him, trying to understand where he is and what’s happening. He died, no?


    "I have failed," he says, knowing the voice of Isaiah. "Please. It is too late for me, but feed the others. I beg of you," pleads Taishi-shi.


    "There is no need for me to do so," replies Isaiah. "You have already done so yourself, Taishi-shi."


    


    


    


    His eyes open wide.


    Taishi-shi sits upright, gasping for air and looking around himself in confusion and then down at his body, which is healed and mended.


    There, next to him, is a large sack that he grabs and looks inside of. It is filled to the brim with provisions, potions, salts and medicines.


    He lifts his gaze one more time towards the sky, staring at the single, faint, ruby light of a lone star in the sky that vanishes just as he sees it.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Red] ~

          
        


        
          	
             Uthra, Female, Worker {07}
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Great Ocean, Between the Continents
          
        

      
    


    


    "Red, fly across the ocean and feed my slaves," says Red, rolling her eyes. "Red, I know the world is ending, but why don’t you sweep my nest, Red? I laid some eggs," asks the uthra, mockingly. "Red -"


    "Are you ever gonna get a grip?" asks Crystal, interrupting her. He is flying next to her on this mission, as nobody leaves the tower alone anymore. Red narrows her eyes, shooting a glare his way as they fly through the night, back towards the west.


    The uthra clenches her fist, wondering if it isn’t time to finally deck Crystal to shut him up for good.


    But then she sighs and lets go of the pressure in her hand and chest. "…Sorry…" mutters the uthra, looking back ahead of herself.


    "What?" asks Crystal, confused.


    "I SAID ‘SORRY’!" snaps Red, turning towards him mid-flight. "Asshole."


    Crystal looks at her and then around them as they fly. "Are you good, R-"


    "- Shut up!" yells the uthra at him, before turning back forward to fly back towards the tower.


    What the ghosts of Maroon and Emerald said to her in the spirit-world isn’t true. There are people who are her friends just because they want to be, even if she probably really is more trouble than she’s worth. She turns her head again, looking at Crystal for a moment. Their eyes meet and she looks back ahead, flying onward, expertly ignoring the confusingly awkward silence that grows.


    "I missed being friends, Red," says Crystal.


    "Who the hell said we stopped, dick?" she asks, rolling her eyes and flying faster, in the hopes to leave him behind and spare herself any more of this.

  


  Chapter 115: A closing of the hunt


  
    


    
      
        
          	
            Dear Diary,


            It's been a week since I arrived at the magic academy, and so far it's been a struggle. The other students are all so talented and dedicated to their studies, and I feel like I'm so far behind. I'm not sure if I'm cut out for this whole enchantress thing.


            But the worst part is not being able to practice with my bow. I've had to hide it in a secret spot out in the forest, and it's driving me crazy not being able to use it. I know I'm taking a risk by keeping it hidden, especially with all the monsters that roam the forest outside of the city. But I can't bear the thought of giving up on my dream of becoming an archer. I try to practice in secret at night by shooting at the trees. So far, I haven’t encountered anything dangerous. I try to stay near the city walls; there are fewer monsters there.


            During the day, I'm trying to focus on my magic studies, but it's hard when my heart isn't really in it. I don't know how much longer I can keep this up. I'm starting to feel like I made a huge mistake coming here.


            I just hope that somehow things will work out in the end. I don't know what the future holds, but I have to keep trying.


            Sincerely,


            Yours truly

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ Diary entry of a young girl, living in the western city


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Aurin, The Meek] ~

          
        


        
          	
             Human, Male, Crusader {Legendary Swordsman}
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Sub-Tower, Floor -96
          
        

      
    


    


    Banners of the grand crusade fly through the air, waving like the embers of wild-fire in the night as he flies past them, the great sword cutting a spiral arc through the emptiness as the heavy blade comes into contact with his opponent, who crumbles into dust. The glass floor cracks but doesn’t break.


    Aurin lands down on one knee, holding the sword out to the side as he lifts his gaze forward, always forward.


    Many years have passed since he was a boy with dreams bigger than his hands could hope to hold. He’s gotten older now, and his hands have gotten larger, but those dreams are all still so heavy and so significant that there’s just no way he could ever really grasp them. It doesn’t matter if he lived another hundred years. He’s only human, and his hands are as big as they’ll ever be.


    Somehow, his dreams have kept growing too, and they continue to do so, out-pacing the physicality of his existence. The body of a man ceases to grow at some point, and then it begins to decay.


    But the spirit never stops.


    Having dived forward into the fray, he looks around himself at the enemies of the holy and good of the world, at the monstrosities, created by the entities of this world that have but small dreams.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Dungeon] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Floor {-96} - Diligence
          
        


        
          	
            The Weight of the Wicked
          
        


        
          	
            Floor -96 of the sub-tower of Isaiah


            A large bridge made up out of prismatic holy glass that shimmers in the candle light. The bridge is a fragile construction, made out of HOLY magic, rather than physical glass. Possessed suits of armor, embodied by the spirits of paladins, guard the way.

          
        


        
          	
            Room Effect: Should a person’s soul be too heavy, burdened by sin and darkness, they will break through the fragile floor, falling into the abyss.

          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Possessed Armor] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Class: DIVINE BEING
          

          	
            Element: HOLY
          
        


        
          	
            Type: WARD
          

          	
            Category: ZEAL
          
        


        
          	
            Rank: S
          
        


        
          	
            Level: 100
          
        


        
          	
            Possessed armors are a variant of the Hollow Armor monster archetype. Rather than being controlled by the magical powers of a dungeon, they are instead directly possessed by the living ghosts of powerful spirits.


            These particular suits are guided by the souls of paladins and priests of old.

          
        


        
          	
            HP: 00/00

          

          	
            SOUL: 703/750
          
        

      
    


    


    Rattling suits of armor line up, piecing themselves back together by the dozens as they recuperate from the radial impact of his strike. Their metal is white, like the snow on the dawn of a kind winter’s mor-


    — Aurin grits his teeth, grasping his head as a painful pulsation shoots through it, causing his chest to heave and his body to wick with sweat.


    The man looks back up at the approaching army of enemy soldiers, black suits of scar-marked armor, dug out of the battlefields of old and cursed to return to life once more. Foul vapors drift around them, poisoning the very air.


    He tightens his grasp around his heavy sword, spinning as he rises to his feet and cutting the armors behind him in half, who had begun to encircle him as he is alone in their midst. The broken suits clamour down to the glassy bridge, the hollow metal rattling as they begin to reassemble themselves once more. The crusade pushes forward strongly. But they aren’t as strong as he is, at least not the normal crusaders.


    The others, they sit and wait for the time to come when they’re needed.


    Not to steal their glory, but he intends for them to not be needed at all. That’s why he’s here.


    Aurin turns back around, looking forward, as the soul of a good man intends.


    The heavy blade screams as he leaps onward and presses it against the tide, sending the raging magics of the old world flying out in a maelstrom of dragon’s teeth and claws.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Taishi-shi] ~

          
        


        
          	
             Vildt (Rabbit), Male, Priest of Isaiah
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Far Off Eastern Continent
          
        

      
    


    


    Taishi-shi pushes open the door of the church, returning home after his long and weary journey, his heart bursting with pride as the door swings open to reveal the heavy darkness inside of the structure. Glum, emaciated faces contour the darkness with the sharpness of their cheekbones as their eyes slowly return to look his way.


    "I’ve returned," says Taishi-shi proudly, his chest flaring as he returns inside, soaked to the bone from head to toe, his robe torn, and his leg that sticks through bearing a deep scar. His fur and hair are dirty, being covered in brambles and twigs and such things. By all considerations, his external appearance would suggest that the display of his internal pride is unwarranted. However, he lugs the sack inside after him, closing the door, and then lights up the room with his magic.


    "Taishi-shi!" says a voice from the side. The girl, who had sent him out on his quest, she runs from the side, grabbing his robe and then pulling at the sack. "Did you bring us food?!" she asks excitedly, which garners much attention from around the room.


    Taishi-shi smiles and shakes his head, patting her head. "I did not," he explains. "Isaiah brought us this," he says, showing some of the contents of the sack to the many hungry, greedy eyes of children who want what he has for them immediately, now, as fast as possible.


    But he will deny them this because, like Isaiah teaches, there must be work for there to be food. A tree will not grow to bear fruit if it is never planted.


    "Come," says Taishi-shi. "We will pray together, and then there will be food," he says, lugging the sack over his shoulder and heading to the altar.


    This seems an unpopular decision, but that is because they are viewing the world through the immediate lens of their hunger, he understands.


    Taishi-shi sets down the sack. "Only shortly," he promises to his congregation, which gathers. "Let us say thanks to our benefactor," he says as they begin to sit. "The gods of our fathers and our mothers have left us to hunger and the darkness of the storm," he says, gesturing around himself. "But Isaiah has given us shelter," says Taishi-shi, looking at the quaint little church — four walls and a roof — quite the luxury for children on the run like they are. "And Isaiah has given us food," he says. "On the condition that we praise it, that we thank it, that we sing its name at sunrise and think of it as we lay to sleep."


    He reaches into the bag, pulling out the first piece of food. "Pass it along to the back," he instructs, looking at the confused, hungry child who is holding a perfectly good loaf of bread with what looks like berries baked into it.


    It takes a deep moment of consideration, but he does so, handing it to the person standing behind him, who then passes it on too. Taishi-shi nods, pleased, and then takes out another one, and then another one; this ritual goes on until everyone has theirs at their appointed time and not a minute sooner.


    "Let us say thanks," says Taishi-shi as he and the many of his flock bow their heads to Isaiah — a worthy god.

  


  Chapter 116: Some catching up


  
    


    
      
        
          	
            I messed up. I snuck out to the forest to practice archery like I do every night, and I saw something move in the shadows. I thought it was a monster, and I panicked. I grabbed my bow and shot an arrow without thinking.


            And then I saw him. The boy from the academy, lying on the ground with an arrow in his chest. He followed me out here, and I killed him. I didn't mean to do it. It was an accident.


            I don't know what to do. I can't stay here. I have to run. I can't face the others knowing what I've done. I can't go to prison. I don't want to be punished for something I didn't mean to do. It was an accident. I don’t want to see mom ever again for doing this to me. I hate her.


            I'm packing my bag right now. I'll disappear into the forest and head somewhere else. I'll never be able to come back. I'll have to leave everything behind except my bow and start a new life.


            I'm scared, diary. What do I do? I can't stay here.


            I’m sorry.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ Burnt diary entry of a young girl who once lived in the western city. The diary was found in an old camp-fire.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Rorate] ~

          
        


        
          	
             Dark-Elf, Female, Fighter + Field-medic
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Tower, Chapel
          
        

      
    


    


    "Sister, I’m frightened," says the voice on the other side of the confessional curtain. It carries with it not a shaking uncertainty, but rather, one that is hinted at through the forced tightness of the words in a failed attempt to make them sound calm, which reveals the truth of their nature instead. "What is to become of us?" asks the man.


    Rorate sits and listens, her eyes closed. "There’s nowhere left for us to go. The city is destroyed, and I brought my family here, but now what?" he asks. "Monsters are climbing up towards us, and there’s just… there’s nowhere left to go," he explains. "What if they reach the island? What if they make it through the tower?" he asks. It's been quiet for a while. Rorate doesn’t answer, as she feels in her gut that the end of the man’s last question didn’t carry the right tone for it to be the end of his part. Sure enough, he goes on. "Hell, what happens if we do make it?" he asks instead. "Do we just… do we live here now?" he asks. "My daughter was in school before we fled the city to here. What does she do now? What future is there for her?" he asks.


    Now it stays quiet for a while.


    Rorate opens her eyes, staring at the floor for a moment as she thinks. More and more things like this have been coming to her, which is understandable. She’s even brought Scion in to help her stem the tide of unsteady souls who come out of fear rather than to confess a sin or misdeed.


    "Those who wish to serve in the grace of Isaiah will be protected and well-kept from all the dangers of this world," explains the priestess, lifting her gaze higher to look at the ornate ceiling of her side of the booth. "Those who do not will be evacuated from the island once it is safe to do so," says Rorate. She looks at the mesh that separates the two of them, not able to see the face on the other side. "What you and your family will do, I cannot say for you. But neither your future, nor that of your daughter, is lost." Rorate smiles. "There are many other cities, and they have excellent academies of all kinds. You will find a spot for her there, and whatever work you did in the south, you can likely do elsewhere."


    The man sighs, and she hears a soft thunk — likely his head leaning back against the wall behind him as he thinks.


    "I guess so…" he finishes, and she hears the sounds of him moving on the other side. "Thank you, sister," says the man, leaving the booth. She doesn’t exactly know if he’s really eased, but the spark in his heart has been quenched, at least for now.


    It doesn’t take a moment before the door on the other booth is closed again, with someone else sitting down.


    "Hello, child," says Rorate. "What are you here for today?" she asks.


    A gruff voice comes from the other booth — a man again. "Sister," says the voice. "I have a confession to make," says the man, who is clearly trying to hide his real voice with some put on tone. It’s not too unusual. Even here, people are shy, skittish creatures.


    "Go on," encourages Rorate.


    The man clears his throat, and there is a rummaging for a moment on the other side. "The thing is, I sometimes do stuff that makes someone else feel bad," he says. "It’s just in good fun, but I kind of like the sensation of winning," he explains. "But I feel bad for her, honestly. She’s just kind of lame."


    "Hmm…" says Rorate, looking at the mesh. "Can you explain in more detail?" she asks.


    "Yeah, look at this," says the man. Something thuds down on the small tray between the booths. It pushes through from his side to hers, and Rorate looks down at what he has to show her.


    A rock.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Pretty){Exotic Quality}[Rock]
          
        


        
          	
            A really fancy rock. It’s basically amazing.
          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 0.6 kg
          

          	
            Value: 000 Obols
          
        

      
    


    


    "BEULAH!" yells Rorate, jumping to her feet.


    "What happened to your super special river rock, huh? Guess it doesn’t exist," says the man, revealing his voice. "Later, loser."


    Rorate yanks the door open and then the other door, but somehow, the man is already gone, leaving only a tuft of fox’s hair on the seat. She grabs the drawer, pulling it back to this side.


    The rock is gone too.


    Rorate grabs her hair in frustration and turns around. "Scion! We’re taking a break!" calls Rorate to the other booth.


    "Uh… okay!" replies Scion, sounding confused and coming out a moment later. "What’s the matter?" she asks, yelping as Rorate grabs her hand and drags her off.


    "We’re going to the river," explains the dark-elf.


    Scion looks at her, blinking in confusion. "— to pray?" she asks.


    "No," replies Rorate. "I need to find a rock," she explains, leaving it at that, despite Scion’s marked confusion as she storms off with her in tow.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Fairy Marjatta] ~

          
        


        
          	
             Fairy, Female, Scribe — Assistant to Cardinal Erzael of the West
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Western Mountain City
          
        

      
    


    


    "You can really pack it away, huh?" asks Marjatta, watching in horrified amazement as the young man eats a rather gluttonous portion of food by himself. She flies back a few feet, just to be sure that she doesn’t get grabbed and eaten too by mistake.


    The young man stops, his cheeks still full, as he looks at her. He swallows. "Training with the cardinal is exhausting," explains the hero, shrugging.


    Marjatta tilts her head, holding her hands on her hips. "He’s like… eighty," she replies, raising an eyebrow.


    The hero looks at her. "Sorry. Look… I wasn’t in great shape before I got here, okay?" he says, looking down at himself, at the muscular, god-chiseled body that is fighting its way out of his clothes. "Wild."


    She sighs, shaking her head. "Well, it’s fine," explains the fairy. "Heroes burn fast and hot," explains the scribe. "The books say so too."


    "So, every hundred years, huh?" he asks, looking at her. "Your gods must really hate your world."


    Marjatta doesn’t really know if he’s wrong on that latter point, but the former she can correct. "It’s not every hundred that we get a hero. Every hundred, we have a crisis, but not every crisis gets a hero," explains the fairy, looking at the confused young man from another world. "Sometimes we get… you know, other stuff."


    "…Huh…" says the man. "So… I’m here to fight a witch?" he asks, making a gesture of a triangle over his head to mimic a pointed hat. "Aren’t witches just cute and harmless magical casters?" he asks. "You think I can make her have a change of heart and become a good person?" asks the man, lifting his gaze to stare up at the ceiling for a moment as he thinks, scratching his chin. "That’s how this usually works, right?"


    "They are not," replies the fairy. "On both counts, and no, you can’t." She shakes her head, looking at him. He has sooty black hair and the face of somebody who looks like a can-doer, but he seems a little mixed up here and there — a bit weird socially. Not hard to talk to, it’s just like he doesn’t pick up on all the normal cues that a person signals during a conversation, making him feel like he should be somewhat awkward and he is, but he is somewhat awkward with so much confidence that it seems like it’s on purpose.


    The man shrugs and looks back at the food he’s eating. "Want some?" he asks, holding out a chicken leg for her to take that is the size of her whole body.


    "No, thank you," says the fairy. "Eat up," she snaps, clapping her hands together. "Time is running short. We don’t have long before we have to get you to the south," she explains.


    "To save that… uh… Isabelle lady?" he asks, his mouth full of food.


    "— Isaiah," corrects the fairy. "And no," she says, not sure if she should feel despair or not as she watches him pick up a traditional eating utensil and poke around with it completely incorrectly, like a five year old who didn’t understand it would do. "— To save us all," she says, reminding herself that the exterior appearance doesn’t matter. He’s a hero.


    And heroes get the job done.


    She hopes.

  


  Chapter 117: The Heat of the Heart


  
    


    
      
        
          	
            Recipe - Potion of Remove Status


            For this alchemical potion, you will need:


              1 cup of purified water


              1/4 cup of crushed moonflower petals


              1/4 cup of crushed goldenrod


              1/4 cup of crushed lavender


              1/4 cup of crushed chamomile


              1 tablespoon of honey


              1 tablespoon of Mushmush powder


                - Do not use the Mushmush’s cap. The powder should be from the body only.


              1 pinch of salt


            Instructions


              Begin by heating the purified water in a small saucepan over medium heat. As the water begins to steam, add the crushed moonflower petals, goldenrod, lavender, and chamomile.


              Reduce the heat to low and simmer the mixture for 5 minutes, stirring occasionally.


              Remove the saucepan from the heat and allow the mixture to cool for 5 minutes.


              Strain the mixture through a fine-mesh sieve, discarding the solids.


              Return the strained liquid to the saucepan and add the honey, Mushmush's powder, and salt. Stir to combine.


              Heat the mixture over medium heat, stirring constantly, until the honey has fully dissolved and the mixture is well combined.


              Remove the saucepan from the heat and allow the potion to cool to room temperature.


              Transfer the potion to a clean, airtight bottle or jar and store in a cool, dark place.


            The potion should be effective for up to one month when stored properly. This potion has two servings of a minor effect each. Consume all for one major status removal effect.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ Alabaster Auborgine’s Handbook of Simple Alchemical Recipes


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Mauve] ~

          
        


        
          	
             Uthra, Female, Worker {06}
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Island, Farm on the North-East Section
          
        

      
    


    


    Mauve walks through the fields, the tall stalks billowing around her as she moves. Mud squelches beneath her boots as she examines the crops that have been growing well. The island’s soil is rich and fertile, thanks to its pleasant magics. Even with the rain that never stops, everything has managed to thrive thanks to her hard work and tending.


    – Mostly.


    The uthra narrows her eyes, kneeling down and picking up a carrot that has been ripped out of the ground early. She looks it over, closely examining the clear, large bite marks on its surface.


    "...Varmints…" she mutters, rising to her feet, taking a loud bite of the carrot and chewing noisily as she stares around the fields.


    Something moves not far off, a stalk of growth bending as something moves near it.


    "Gotcha!" yells Mauve, shooting forward, her wings buzzing as she breaks through into the small patch of growth, holding apart two large stalks to look inside.


    Nothing.


    There is a disturbed patch of dirt where several plants are missing their bounty, the thief having only left the light stalks behind.


    She narrows her eyes.


    This needs to stop, or Red is going to get on her keister because of all the missing food from the harvest.


    Lifting her gaze, she watches the stalks in the distance move as something escapes through them, vanishing off into the nebulous distance.


    A trap.


    Mauve drops the rest of the carrot, rising up into the air to fly to the tower to talk to Gray down in the forge. He’s made her a few tools already. She’s sure he can make a trap of some kind too.


    The farmer uthra shoots off through the air, heading toward the tower of Isaiah.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Aurin, The Meek] ~

          
        


        
          	
             Human, Male, Crusader {Legendary Swordsman}
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Sub-Tower, Floor -94
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Dungeon] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Floor {-94} - Diligence
          
        


        
          	
            Heaven’s Labyrinth
          
        


        
          	
            Floor -94 of the sub-tower of Isaiah


            A large room with no walls. Instead, hundreds of cascading waterfalls of holy water, streaming through slots in the ceiling high above, make up the linings of various corridors and passageways.

          
        


        
          	
            Room Effect: Every time a person fails and falls into the water, the room layout resets itself.

          
        

      
    


    


    They’ve come to a halt.


    The grand crusade has not been brought to a halt by great demons of the breach or abundant combat, instead, they’ve been slowed down by their own numbers after all of this time of excellent progress.


    Another man loses his footing, slipping off a wet square platform. Aurin spins, grabbing him by the edge of his chestplate and throwing him back onto dry ground. By his accounts, they’re halfway through the floor already, but it isn’t the first time. Somehow, people keep slipping and falling into the pits, which resets the floor. They’ve been here for far too long already; time is of the essence.


    — The clock-tower ticks, the striking of the heavy hand ringing through his bones as a never-ending reminder of the finality of this situation.


    They’re not leaving this place alive, not until the tower is destroyed and peace is restored to the good lands of this world, as intended by the true gods.


    Someone yelps to the side. Aurin turns too slow, watching as somebody falls into the brink, off of the side of a pit.


    He gets a sharp pang in his head, holding it, as he watches the man fly.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Beige] ~

          
        


        
          	
             Uthra, Female, Worker {06}
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Sub-Tower, Floor -94
          
        

      
    


    


    "Wow… that’s so mean, Magenta," says Beige, watching as Magenta laughs, dusting her hands. The golden bangles around her wrists jingle through the roaring noise of the waterfalls all around them.


    The two uthra are flying beneath the suspended platforms on floor ninety-four, dangerously close to the crusaders, who are literally feet above them, just on the other side of the stone.


    "It’s not mean," replies Magenta, looking toward Beige. "I’m just doing my job. It’s what Isaiah would want."


    "Is it?" asks Beige. The two of them have been sneakily yanking people’s legs, causing them to fall off of the platforms and reset the floor every time. "I thought Isaiah told us not to put ourselves in danger?" asks the uthra.


    Magenta waves Beige off. "Danger?" she asks, knocking on the stones above their heads. "We’re fine here, they’ll never find uHSS~!," says the uthra proudly, only then yelping in terror as something painfully snags her ear. The horrified uthra looks out of the corner of her eyes at Red, who reaches out, grabbing Beige too, and pulls her over.


    "Found you," says Red. "Dumbasses," hisses the uthra, shooting downward.


    — The stones above their heads shake as a great sword cleaves through the material from above, right where Magenta was a moment ago.


    Red teleports them away.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [The Humming Man] ~

          
        


        
          	
             ???, Male, Chronomancer
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Island, Northern Edge
          
        

      
    


    


    The humming man hums, his legs dangling off of the edge of the northern end of the island, his hand stroking a long, scaled body belonging to a massive wyrm that has taken up residence here.


    He sighs, leaning back and taking in the sights of the world. He does wish the sun would rise again soon, but that’s all still a little ways off into the distance. Still, this is an interesting sight in and of itself too, isn’t it?


    His vision wanders over the endless nightscape, stretching on for as far as he can see. The sky is full of so many heavy, dark clouds, that not a single star is visible in the void above their heads. Only the tower of Isaiah illuminates the heavens.


    It’s quite a dramatic visual, honestly.


    Not a bad set-up at all.


    He looks at it, from over his shoulder, remembering the last time he was here. It was just a small, runty thing. Sure, it was a tower, but it was just kind of a tower like any other, barring some quirks. However, now, well… it’s certainly something worth looking at and investing in.


    The wyrm opens a massive, yellow eye, looking at him. It’s an old, ancient creature that stems from a distant era that has now long since passed. The prime of its youth is long since over, the true glory days having come to an end. However, this new existence is good too.


    In a way, the two of them are alike, aren’t they?


    "Not interested in retiring either, huh?" asks the humming man.


    The wyrm closes its eyes, not responding. It would have been odd if it did, given that it can’t see him or sense him. Perhaps it thought he was just a gust of wind at best.


    He nods, looking back out over the darkness.


    He gets it.


    The young don’t really know how good they have it, not because of talk of youthful vigor or beauty or anything like that, which fades with age, but because they still have the pinnacle of their experiences ahead of them.


    He’s the humming man, and that’s pretty great. However, there are things that even he would wish to have again, and he’s the man who has everything.


    A hum escapes him as he watches the distant north. His next job is up that way, but that’s not for a good few years yet. Until then, he has a lot to finish up here. Although, there isn’t all that much left to do.


    The pieces, set up at the start, have already begun falling over one another all by themselves, without any further interference needed from him after his initial meddling, plus one or two little kinks on the side.


    Ah… to be young.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Scholar Anderwal] ~

          
        


        
          	
             Human, Male, Scholar of the Witches’ Sect
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Dead City
          
        

      
    


    


    "We will finally prosper, Brother Anderwal," says his companion from the Witches’ Sect. Anderwal looks at him. "It’s been a long time, hasn’t it?" he asks.


    "I kept the faith," replies Anderwal, knowing the tradition in times like these.


    The man makes a light fist, bumping it against Anderwal’s chest. "So what now?" he asks. "Will you stay here to take more notes, now that the work is done?" The man looks at him. "Or will you go to study the others in the east?"


    Anderwal smiles, rubbing the back of his head as he looks around at the site. The members of the sect, hundreds strong, are rebuilding core parts of the city using their magic, which has been enhanced by Witch Perchta.


    "Nothing against you, brother," replies Anderwal. "But I study witches, not their followers." He looks at the city. "However, I, uh… I think I will stay a little longer. I have an obligation of sorts," he explains, looking down towards the ground.


    "I see," replies the other man, lowering his hand from Anderwal’s chest. "Then I am glad. Let me know when it is time, Brother," replies the man. "You’re one of us, and you deserve a proper send off."


    "I’ll…" Anderwal is quiet for a moment, before looking up at the man. "I’ll do that," he says, nodding. The other man nods too.


    The pact is sealed.


    Anderwal watches as the man walks off and then looks back down towards his leg a second time, waiting to catch a glimpse of the little red string tied around his ankle a second time.


    But it’s not there now. However, he can feel it there. It’s wrapped around his leg so tightly that he feels like it should be cutting off the circulation to his foot, but no such lack of sensation comes. He turns, feeling a tensing of the string as something pulls him along down the street.


    It’s not forcing him to go that way, it’s more akin to that feeling one has when suddenly, entirely randomly, deciding to do something different in life for no apparent reason. It’s the feeling of taking a different street home than the one that you would usually take, the feeling of buying a cold drink instead of a warm one, the feeling of sleeping in your bed with your head on the foot-end. There’s no real, good, logical reason for it, but rather something subconscious.


    — At least, that’s what the mind tells itself, because it can’t see such things as the fickelties of fate.


    Anderwal works his way through many destroyed, ruined side roads, crawling through some debris made into a tunnel, and then looks around at where he finds himself. A room filled with shelving from front to back, much of it is overturned and broken, damaged by fire. However, much of it is still intact and full of books.


    The local library.


    He wanders through the room, feeling the tightening around his ankle and his chest as he can already sense her presence. Witches are hard to miss when you know what to look for.


    Scholar Anderwal looks past a shelf, staring at the white-haired, spider-like woman, Witch Spillaholle, who is surrounded by a mountain of books, her face buried in one as she feverishly reads, as evidenced by the turning of her head and the flipping of pages.


    Anderwal clears his throat. Witch Spillaholle, entirely out of character for her, screams, practically tossing the book out of her hands, trying to catch it and not lose her balance as she herself jumps up — all in one movement.


    Instead, the witch fumbles to catch the book, stumbles over her own leg, which was wrapped around the leg of the chair, and knocks over the towers of books around herself as she gracelessly lands down onto the old carpet.


    "My apologies, Witch Spillaholle," says Scholar Anderwal as the woman lifts her head with a sharp twist to look at him with wide eyes, as if she had suddenly had a horrific realization. He bends down to help her up. Good thing it’s her. This is another one of those scenarios that literally any other witch might have turned him into a frog for this. "I didn’t mean to scare you."


    "Mister Anderwal," replies Spillaholle, clearing her throat and taking on her usual, casual tone, despite lying on the floor with a few loose pages forming what looks like a pigeon’s nest on top of her head.


    "I’m very sorry for scaring you. Let me help you," he says, holding out a hand and picking up her books for her.


    She reaches out, grabbing the book that he’s picked up. "Ah, no! That will not be necces-"


    Ah?


    He turns his eyes to look back at Witch Spillaholle, feeling something in his arm. He looks down. He’s still holding onto the book that she’s grabbed to take back, and her fingers accidentally touch his.


    The two of them look down at this and stare.


    "Mister Anderwal…" says Spillaholle, lowering her gaze.


    "Yes?" he asks, clearing his throat again, watching as a red string wraps itself around their fingers, spanning from one to the other.


    The witch looks back up at him. "What are your intentions?" she asks.


    Anderwal looks into her eyes, shaking his head. This situation has gone critical; he needs to defuse it all now before it becomes a huge disaster.


    "I’m not sure," replies Scholar Anderwal calmly, lifting the book they’re both holding onto. "Maybe we can find the answer in here?" he jokes, thinking that he just made a pretty smooth save just now.


    — At least until he looks at the book that they’re holding onto together, his eyes going wide as he looks at the stack of other knocked over books, which are hard to miss given the floral imagery, pageantry and writing style.


    It’s a romance book.


    They’re all romance novels in the sense that they are either quite literally so, or that they’re text books on the topic of romance, feelings, and other such complications. Judging by the fervor she was reading this one with, it must have been a potent one too.


    Oh no.


    Anderwal looks back at the witch, who seems to have been overwhelmed with this, what appears to be a very confident and aggressive answer. Her face and body are both as stiff as a terrified doe’s, her face flushed, and her eyes as large as they can be.


    — Something tugs on him. He can feel it wrapped around him. Or maybe he can’t; he doesn’t know, honestly. Maybe there’s nothing there at all.


    "M- Mister Anderwal," starts Spillaholle. "It would not be appropriate. I am far too… too…" She stops, as both of them have moved very close to one another, so much so that he can feel the softness of her breath on his lips and she his. "— I mean, Mister… Scholar… An… Anderwal— It would not be…"


    It’s a very confusing situation on many levels. Yes, fate nudged him this way, but he still went along for the journey.


    Perhaps something tugs on him and perhaps on her to get them to move just a little closer to one another, or perhaps there was nothing there at all and they are just people placed into a situation that they chose to dive deeper into.


    In the end, nobody can really say for sure.


    White hair and a flower that smells of perfume fall together down onto the carpet, along with two bodies, displacing books and paper and threads of red.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Witch Perchta] ~

          
        


        
          	
             ???, Female, Witch of the Blackwater
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Dead City, A Small House
          
        

      
    


    


    "Spillie!" calls Perchta, looking around the room. No response. "Did you see Spille?" asks Perchta, looking at Witch Gauden.


    The large man shakes his head. "Sorry, Pipi, what’s up?" he asks.


    Perchta sighs, sitting down at the table and letting her head flop against it. "I can’t find Yovel, and now I can’t find Spille either!" whines the witch, rolling her head over the table.


    Gauden looks at her, rubbing his beard. "Hmm… well, Spille was here a little while ago. But your friend I haven’t seen since." The man pats her on the back. "I’m sure it’s going to be fine," he promises, getting up. "Come on, let’s bake something together," he offers. "That always cheers you up, right?"


    "Really?!" asks Perchta excitedly, lifting her head and beaming as the man nods his head to the kitchen.


    The two of them bake a very nice cake, obviously not as nice as the one she made by herself for her friends, but that’s to be expected.

  


  Chapter 118: A small glimpse on the side


  
    


    
      
        
          	
            Living in a city inhabited by humans is extremely hazardous and terrible for fairies, yet they have little say in the matter. These teeny-tiny, fragile beings, ranging to about the size of a potion bottle, are not designed to survive in the harsh and merciless environment of the urban landscape. They face a persistent risk to their health on account of the city's loud noises and bright lights, as well as the pollution and its larger inhabitants.


            The fairies that make the western city their home have little choice but to adjust to the unforgiving environment, yet they are in danger at all times. The bustling streets are packed with foot traffic and carriages, putting the fairies at a continual risk of being run over or crushed to death. Free roaming house cats kill dozens of fairies every year, and the fairies kill just as many cats in turn, leading to anger with pet-owners. As a result of being confined to the city itself and being unable to leave the mountain as they once could have generations ago, it is difficult for the fairies to obtain the sustenance that is necessary for them to exist, as they must live in our world now.


            The pollution from burning wood and artisinal crafting is a significant obstacle for the fairies as well. The fumes in the air, while barely a bad smell for a human, are very harmful to their fragile bodies, and as a result, they run the danger of becoming unwell or even passing away if they are exposed to them for even short periods. Because of the overpowering cacophony of the city, it is difficult for them to converse with one another or even hear one another, given their small voices. It's not only the natural dangers that make life tough for fairies; there are plenty of other challenges, too. People are typically too preoccupied with their own lives to notice or pay attention to these little folk since they are too busy living their own lives. It is not unheard of for humans to treat fairies cruelly, for them to become caught in traps, or for them to become ‘harvested’ for alchemical components, despite this practice being forbidden by law.


            Some fairies adjust to city life and learn to coexist with its many challenges. However, they are perpetually vulnerable, and their very lives are precarious since they are reliant on the goodwill of strangers as well as their own capacity to endure in a setting that was not designed for them and is a never-ending struggle for life.

          
        

      
    


    


     ~ Of City Life, How it is for Fairies (Bad)


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Marjatta] ~

          
        


        
          	
             Fairy, Female, Scribe — Assistant to Cardinal Erzael of the West
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Western Mountain City
          
        

      
    


    


    "I don’t know," replies Marjatta, shaking her head as her quiet voice is carried away by the winds. She looks at the hero and then back out towards the world, hidden from her eyes by nightfall.


    Cool winds press through the air atop the mountain city, cutting over the smooth stones of the many houses hewn out of the rock, whistling as they press past the gaps of the railing she’s sitting on, staring out into the distance. The fairy waits for the shine of the sweet morning light to come far off on the distant horizon, as it would have done on days prior to this, but it never does. The absence of it leaves her empty.


    The night stays dark.


    She closes her eyes and takes in a long, slow, deep breath.


    In generations long ago, fairies, who are now only born on the mountain, were once able to leave it. They were able to travel away from their birth-site, to explore the world and undertake many great experiences and joys. However, as the world has grown older, its passive, ambient magics have faded away little by little. Fairies, unlike all of the other members of the common races, absolutely require a little magic in the world to exist.


    — Now, the tall mountain is the only place left where they can be born, and it is the only place left where they can live. To try and leave the mountain is a death-sentence, as one would just fall out of the sky after a few minutes of flight.


    "That’s why I come here every day," she explains, feeling the strong winds press against her. "I can’t go anywhere else," says the fairy, opening her eyes as the wind presses her hair past her face. "But those places can come to me here," she finishes, smiling, as a dark strand blows over her eyes, moved by exotic winds that reach the peak. She looks back out into the darkness. "…I like to think so, at least."


    The young man, the hero standing next to her, looks for a little while, before turning his gaze to stare out at the total darkness that lies beyond the end of their sight off of the side of the mountain. He had just asked her when the sun would come up. It’s been dark ever since he’s arrived in this world.


    "You know how these things are," says Marjatta. "I guess when it’s done and the crisis is over." She points off in the distance, to the east. "My favorite thing is the sunrise here," she says, going on. "In summer, in the windy season, the dusts from the desert kick up into the sky, and it’s just… red," she explains, waving a hand over the horizon. "Just super-duper red. It’s my favorite time of the year." She sighs, and it’s quiet for a time. "…But I guess that’s gone for now."


    The cool autumn wind continues on its way, flowing like the never-ending tides of the ocean.


    Marjatta realizes that she’s been talking all by herself for a while now. He hasn’t said anything. Ah, well… this happens sometimes. She never has anyone to talk to except for the cardinal, who isn’t really great conversation, and then whenever she has a chance, she just unloads and swallows the other person whole as she lets out a good few months' worth of talking all at once.


    The fairy rubs the back of her head. "Sor-"


    "— I’ll get it back for you," he says, before she can finish. Marjatta blinks, looking at him in confusion for a second. The hero nods his head, affirming it to himself as he stands upright and looks at her.


    "What…?" asks Marjatta.


    "The sunrise," he explains, turning away and picking up the old lance again from its rest, leaning against a wall. The hero looks over his shoulder, frigid winds pressing past the black hair on his head. "- I’m going to get it back for you," he promises with alarming confidence.


    "I …Sheesh…" says Marjatta, rubbing her arm as he walks off.


    He’s been changing, ever since he arrived. Rapidly. At first, he was kind of awkward and hard to talk to. However, literally by the hour, she could swear she could watch his eyes and body tighten further and further in real time. She’s read that heroes can be intense.


    The fairy watches him go as he returns to his training in the center of the courtyard they’re in.


    Someone who can bring the sunrise back.


    She watches him for a while before turning back to the distant darkness that extends on for as far as she can see, not illuminated by a single star, candle, or lantern in the night from here where she sits, all the way to the edge of nothingness.


    Maybe that’s what a hero is.


    Marjatta looks back over her shoulder. "…I’ll hold you to that promise," says the fairy quietly, too quietly to be heard, especially in the heavy winds present here at this church enclave in the mountains.

  


  Chapter 119: The heavy world


  
    


    
      
        
          	
            Sometimes, when I sit beneath the stars and I gaze up towards them, praying that tomorrow will allow me to become a better man, I wonder if the promise of fulfillment that I feel in my heart is really true.


            In those moments, when I am deliriously lost in the sights of the heavens above, I feel empowered and emboldened to make so many changes to my life. I feel the will and desire to become a stronger, cleaner man. I feel the urge and the need to become more whole, in both body and spirit. It is midnight, and its totality is what allows me this sensation. It is the light of the stars above our heads, a romantic sight as they are for a lonesome man such as myself, that makes my heart beat in a strange way that it does not do during the daytime.


            Perhaps it is because at night, I am alone.


            Not that I am not alone during the day, but during the day I feel troubled about being alone. I feel as if the sunlight obligates me to be a social creature, which I have failed to become.


            But during the night, when the stars are out and the world is asleep, I hold no such obligations, as they simply cannot be fulfilled. The night alone is when I am at peace with my own insecurities, and as such, I can dwell on the matters of my own soul.


            Somehow, however, the sun will rise again soon in the morning to come, and all of these hopes and aspirations, born in the night, will vanish again until the next to come as I once more hide from the dayglow both within and outside of myself for yet another day.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ Musings of an old, socially awkward vampire hunter, who never quite managed to become a morning person


    


    


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    Frozen.


    Isaiah flies there in the midst of the terrible night, listening to the pleas from around the world come to reach it, millions of voices filling its head with prayers that are born for desires of redemption and sanctuary, prayers of fear and loathing towards it, prayers of well wishes and hopes for the future of a better world. The entire spectrum of human emotion flows through its mind, brought into it through its connection to the divine spirituality of man.


    Isaiah stares at the man before itself, who is frozen.


    He isn’t anybody of particular note, at least as far as it knows. Rather, he is one of the crusaders who had fallen during the incursion’s beginning. The man, having died within the tower, was subjected to its new policy of handling the dead, which is to chronially imprison them.


    There he stands, locked in a chrysalis of hardened, magical amber, neither dead nor alive — he is simply stuck in between. Frozen.


    Isaiah stares at him, its hands behind its back.


    How long has it too been frozen?


    It looks around at the other dozens of crusaders who have also come unto unfortunate circumstances.


    In spring, it was frozen with its desire to return to its family. In the blazing summer, it was frozen with its desire to build the tower as high and tall as possible. In the autumn, now, it must be troubled with the wretched refuse of the world — the witch.


    Winter will be upon them soon enough, and its only wish is that, by then, the world will have returned to normal, as will have life, so that it may enjoy the year’s final season in a calm, peaceful state of bliss with the souls that it has come to cherish the most.


    However, this is unlikely, no?


    The gods are coming closer and closer by the day, and they are yet to be handled. Humanity is in an uproar that will not subside, even after the slaying of the cruel witch, and will need to be tended with a gentle, nurturing hand.


    Winter is going to be very busy, whenever it arrives.


    Hmm…


    Isaiah lifts a talon, reaching out to touch the crystal, wondering if there is anything to be done for the creature trapped inside of it. The witch’s magic is what controls them, so surely it could be removed somehow?


    — Something lashes out inside the crystal, cracking against the interior of the shell in contrast with the man’s frozen body.


    A sloshing, inky string whips against the surface, as if to repel Isaiah. The witch’s magic apparently still works even within the confines of the chronal prison.


    Troublesome.


    It had hoped to be able to help these souls and perhaps even turn them back against their own corrupted tide. However, it would seem that this isn’t available. Perhaps the only way to really rid the world of the witch’s magic is to rid the world of the witch herself.


    Soon.


    It won’t be long now, before it fulfills its plans. But it will need a little more time for the scheme to come to a boil.


    Until then, one must simply live with the fact that this world in which one lives also harbors monsters. At least until the time has come and the good spring of a new year will be here, bringing with it a freedom from such burdensome things.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Shamrock] ~

          
        


        
          	
             Slime, Male, Monster
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Outskirts of the Dead City
          
        

      
    


    


    Life is… confusing.


    The man sits on an old, overturned log, staring down at the ground below himself, watching it swallow up his heavy boots. The rains that have been going on for all of this time, turned now into a dense mist, continue to soak the world, which has grown satiated and over-drenched. The ground quells, swelling with water. The dirt turns to mud, the grass turns to mud, and the forests, with their strong roots and proud trees, are sinking into the slush.


    He lifts his boot, mud sticking to him.


    It’s all mud.


    The man looks behind himself, staring towards the city he had left by himself, as his friend had asked him to do. It is a very confusing thing for a friend to ask another friend — asking them to leave, that is.


    He stares at the city, which in itself, as a whole, also seems to be sinking into the mud of the world.


    It’s so heavy. The stones, the walls, the houses, the mortar, and the grand towers — the piles of bodies, of bones and flesh and teeth — it’s all so heavy, but not only them. The people still inside — his friend and the others of the sect, whether human, orc, elf or anything else are…


    Shamrock looks back down at the world between his massive legs, staring down at the mud, which has once again begun swallowing him.


    — They’re heavy.


    Heavy things sink.


    His hands rise up, covered in scars and dents, as he stares at them for a time, condensing water running down his exterior and through the gaps in which resides not flesh, but slime. He holds his hands aloft, not holding or grabbing anything but just holding them there as is to see them.


    And, sure enough, he sees. After a minute, his forearm shakes a little, followed by his wrist and fingers, as the tension in his body, which he hasn’t trained enough to handle yet, begins to give under the weight of his own armor.


    "Heavy…" says the man.


    Heavy things sink.


    This place, this whole place, it’s going to sink. The physical constructs in it, as well as the souls, are both simply too heavy. They’re out of balance with the natural world. The waters of the ocean come from the south, causing the land to become a mire. The waters of the rain come from above, causing the land to flood. The endless decay, destruction, and back and forth caused by the powers at play here have made the land uninhabitable for creatures like himself in their natural state.


    But even he isn’t in his natural state, is he?


    Shamrock sets his hand down on his lap for a second as he rises to his feet, simply standing there silently, as his boots sink down into the mud, which happily swallows first his feet and then his ankles as he stares around himself.


    He, by his nature, was never meant to live this life that he now has. He is an… oddity. He, like the land, is an abomination. He is not something that belongs here. He is a thing that is heavy.


    His helmet creaks, his breastplate heaving as he exhales heavily, mimicking the breathing of his friend as he continues to become what he is to become, rather than what he is — a man, not a slime.


    He himself is a thing that is heavy in a world that is so delicate and gentle, like a dove’s feather, drifting down from a tall tree like a wayward flake of snow in winter. The world is light. It’s meant to be light.


    His eyes look at the light to the east, at the tower that glows in the night. The woman is there. The creature with fire in her eyes. She’s there. His heart draws him there, to that fight that is his to claim, so that he can find peace for this odd desire he feels in his heart to fight more, to become stronger.


    And then he looks back towards the city.


    And he understands that his strength, the lightness, and the glow of the eye he desires isn’t going to be found in either of these places, as his friend told him. The only strength he will find here is animal strength. He won’t find human strength.


    The man looks down, his knees already in the mud, and grabs hold of the log, lifting it up into the air with ease and then stuffing it down as a post to shove himself out of the hole. The thick mud grabs onto him as he tries to leave, as if it were trying to pull him back down, not only to it but to his animal state.


    However, his leg pulls free, followed by his boots, which he then plants onto the next spot and then treads on, moving not as a slime, but as a person as he heads neither to the east nor to the west.


    Shamrock turns his back to both of these places, as his friend had asked him to consider, and looks towards the north.


    And despite all of the darkness that covers the lands, despite the totality of the night and the clouds that fill the sky. He’s sure that, there, off in the far distant distance, peaking through the dense sky above, is the single glowing light of a single, brightly shining star in the night, twinkling in the sky.


    The man leaves the south and moves towards the north, staying forever both a man and a member of the Witches’ Sect, despite the great difficulties both of these things will pose to him, for to forsake either would be to forsake the greatness of life, offered to him by the oddities of fate and his friend.


    And as for the heaviness of his body, with or without the armor, it might never dissipate, yet this does not hinder him in his pursuit of the lightness of the soul that he might perhaps one day find in a decade still far from this immediate moment, beneath the light of a fresh moon on that distant day.

  


  Chapter 120: Of Spirits


  
    


    
      
        
          	
            "What are you so afraid of, boy? You dare come all the way to me and then still dare to feel terror?" asks the distorted shadow, sitting on a throne of bones.


            He lifts his sword, pointing it at the monster. "I’m not afraid of you."


            The Demon-Queen laughs. "You say so, but I hear your boots rattling from atop my throne, wretch. I hear your heart striking like a witch clawing against a crib. I can hear the churning of your gut."


            He shakes his head, the glimmering sword reflecting away the putrid green aura that is released by the true demon. "I am afraid, but not of you, beast."


            Her claws dig into the throne, breaking off chunks of it in anger as she rises to her feet, towering above us all. "All men fear me. Deceiver."


            The man steps forward. "No," he remarks, readying himself for the final encounter. "I only fear what will come after you," replies the hero, before stepping forward to reach the shrieking Demon-Queen in the middle of the throne-room of the Demon-Queen’s Castle, marking the start of his final victory over her and also the final fight of his rein – fully ending his career as a true hero, with nothing left to challenge against after the completion of his mission.


            Months later, his party-members having moved on, he would last be seen with an empty bag on his shoulders, walking off into the wilderness by himself just before sunset.


            He was never seen again by any sources of recorded history.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ A Grimoire of Heroes. Of Pravyen, the Sixth Hero. Written by Scholar Jio-lae of the Guild of Chroniclers


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Aurin, The Meek] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Male, Crusader {Legendary Swordsman}
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Tower of Isaiah, Floor -90
          
        

      
    


    


    Spirits.


    The bodies of his brothers and sisters fade away, dissolving into nothingness as the wretched tower claims the brightness of their ethereal cores for itself. Sparks and glowing orbs of light fly through the air, drifting like their wayward souls, which crackle with the vibrant energies of life now lost.


    Aurin stands, surrounded by the bodies and the lights, standing alone there like a single rock in the midst of the ocean, pressing out through the crashing, black waves as the last man alive at the forward tip of the crusade’s spear.


    — The gigantic gryphon, perched on a great bastille in the midst of the room, screeches down towards them again as it readies itself for another pass. Foul breath and the hissing sparks of excited electricity both leak out of its beak. The orbs, floating around the chamber, pulsate and hum, and they grow, feeding on the energies released by the boss monster.


    Aurin readies himself, lowering his blade to meet the scorched stones beneath his dirty boots, and his eyes rise up to meet those of the enemy’s spirit.


    The room changes as the monster cracks its wings, an explosion like thunder barreling out together with a wave of crushing pressure that breaks the rocks beneath their feet. It plummets down from the peak, barreling towards them, its sharp wings causing an eruption of static electricity that arcs, jumping from one orb to the next as the room explodes into vivid light — thousands of lightning-bolts intertwining and connecting like the threads of a spider’s web that the two of them weave their way through in order to meet one another in the middle, producing a crack of thunder that can be heard through the tower in its entirety.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Marjatta] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Fairy, Female, Scribe — Assistant to Cardinal Erzael of the West
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Western Mountain City
          
        

      
    


    


    Spirits.


    Marjatta hovers there, holding her small journal against her chest with both hands as she looks at the cardinal, who is, despite his best attempts, unable to hide his poor health. His spirit may be strong, as is the spirit of his brother cardinal from the south, but both of their bodies are failing them.


    Not that he has been managing to hide it anyway, at least not from her. She’s known Cardinal Erzael for so long that she's sensed something was off for a while now, ever since he got back. But it seems like they’ve come to a point where even he can’t keep up the act anymore.


    "Your grace," starts Marjatta. "Can I get you anything?"


    "How is he doing, Marjatta?" asks Cardinal Erzael, sitting on a chair and leaning back, his eyes closed and his head tilted up towards the ceiling. He is referring to the hero.


    The fairy is quiet for a moment, looking back over her shoulder towards the closed door. "He’s on track. But…"


    "But what?" asks Erzael, sounding as if he were about to cough, but he instead clears his throat, making some mumbling noises.


    "Heroes usually have a party, your grace," she explains, looking back at him.


    "Not all of them," replies Cardinal Erzael. "Many fought alone. Our first hero, for example," he says.


    "Yes, your grace," answers Marjatta. "But they had time, training, and an understanding of their mission," she explains. "They fought their crises over long periods and gained a foothold in society and their domains." She points over her shoulder, despite the fact that the man has his eyes closed. "He’s been here a few days, and we’re about to send him off alone," says Marjatta. "He doesn’t have context. He doesn’t know the world. The south is a long ways away."


    Cardinal Erzael breathes for a time, loudly. "He’s a hero, Marjatta," replies the ailing man. "Even if he walks alone, the world is with him in spirit."


    Marjatta hovers there, lowering her gaze. "I… Yes, your grace," finishes the fairy, knowing that it isn’t her place to argue. She’s just an assistant. The fairy shakes her head and lifts her eyes again. "There’s something else."


    "Yes?"


    "Cardinal Verheimlich of the East has made his move," she explains. "He’s claiming the title of bishop and the rule of the Holy-Church."


    Cardinal Erzael lets out a hacking cough, a black fluid dripping through his fingers that he covers his mouth with. Befoulment of his body, caused by the witch’s magic that had brought him back from the dead. She flies down to the table, grabbing a cloth and bringing it to him.


    "Thank you, Marjatta," replies the old man, taking it and holding it against his mouth for a moment. "It was expected," he explains. "Verheimlich is a cold man, but I still prefer him to Schweig; gods rest his lost soul."


    The fairy hovers there, watching him as he lowers the cloth again, opening his eyes, which are very yellow and tired.


    "Begin to make preparations," he says. "For my successor as well. He knows what to do."


    "…Yes, your grace," says Marjatta, nodding and rising back up into the air.


    "Time is short, Marjatta," says the cardinal. She hangs in the air, not turning around this time. "Not just for me, but for the world — for Isaiah and the gods’ intentions for us," he says. "But don’t let that get to your spirit," he asks. "Stay light."


    The fairy nods, flying off and out of the room. "Yes, your grace," she says, closing the heavy wooden door behind herself.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    Spirits.


    It is within the capacity of a mortal body to act as a vessel for a spirit — Nay, it is the intention of the flesh to act as a protective housing in which the soul is incorporated.


    The spirit is a funny thing.


    When released from the flesh, it drifts away to the incorporeal realm — the spirit world — and there, it reconstitutes itself. The soul, after the damages sustained to it through the passage of life, slowly recovers. It heals its frayed threads there, mending itself and strengthening itself using the lessons learned in the life now passed. Like a muscle, it heals over time and then is stronger than it was before.


    Then, it is returned to a new body at a new time and place so that it may continue its forward progress towards the unknown goal that the gods have for it.


    Yet, the world is full of spirits, many of which never manage to learn a lesson that most would understand as being beneficial towards the development of their spiritual character. The wicked and the cruel are the most likely candidates for this accusation. What good could the soul of Witch Perchta have from ever being upon this world, and what good could the rest of the world have from her being here?


    Isaiah stares, watching the bodies amass in the crystal prisons, the empty spaces between the segments of the tower, between its clock-hands. Hundreds of time-frozen bodies warp into the space, as the crusade is decimated by the tower’s earliest defenses. Yet, this decimation is hardly enough.


    There are thousands and thousands of them down there, men, women, and beasts, marching forward, driven by the darkness that has taken hold of their spirits.


    The one man in particular shines bright, as he has taken the role of dominance, yet Isaiah senses that amongst the thousands who remain, there are many more spirits like his own. In a sea of candle flames, dozens and dozens of them shine vividly like torch-fire, far surpassing the glows of their brethren.


    Yet they still remain in the back, in silence.


    The crusade is taking losses, but they aren’t losses that matter in a pragmatic context. The strong spirits, the crusaders like the dragonslayer, who have yet to take notable action, they alone are more than enough to best the tower in some circumstances, and they remain all unharmed, all still under the witch’s spell.


    More amber crystals appear by the dozens, filled with frozen bodies of elves, humans, orcs, and dwarves — They are bodies filled with good, strong spirits.


    Isaiah stares at the few odd paladins mixed in, looking at their armor with a sense of familiarity in its mind.


    Whatever happens after this, may their spirits find grace in this life or in the next.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Deutero] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Male, TRUE HERO
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Western Mountain City
          
        

      
    


    


    Hot vapors press through his gritted teeth as he rises up again, his vision full of the blade of the lance.


    The strength of the spirit.


    Deutero stands up to his feet, looking down at his body, that has changed since he arrived here. Ignoring the fact that it isn’t even his old body, from his old world. Well… ‘old’, it’s been a few days at most.


    Strands of black hair dangle down past his eyes as he breathes, catching his breath from his training, sweat wicking down his wet hair despite the coldness of the night atop the tall mountain.


    He looks to the side, toward the distant south, staring at the only star that shines in the night.


    In his old life, he hadn’t had the… the clarity that was needed to unlock the strength of his spirit. He knows it sounds ridiculous in a way. He’s training harder now than he ever has before in his entire life. It’s something he could have done a long time ago, even back then.


    He had the body. He had the time. He had a desire for the end result of the process. Yet somehow, despite there being a longing in his spirit for the fulfillment of a great wish, there was simply nothing to chase after in that old place he existed in.


    There were adventures, but none on the scale that his soul longed for — that his spirit desired.


    Deutero lifts a hand, holding it out towards the light that shines so faintly in the distant darkness, sometimes flickering, sometimes going strong.


    Something to strive for; something to aim for; something to work towards — that’s what the spirit needs. It can’t exist in mundane normality; to do so would be to quench its brightly burning fires. However, as he has seen for himself, if one takes a lost spirit and places it in a place, in an environment, where it has the possibility to chase after its truest, deepest yearning, then it’s like a switch has been flicked in the mind.


    All of the things that seemed hard and pointless before suddenly have value and meaning, and this allows one to not only do things that are hard and uncomfortable, but it also makes the discomfort of the situation enjoyable.


    The suffering, in a non-masochistic way, is proof of progress.


    A body must be worn out to make progress.


    A soul must be worn out to make progress.


    They are a reflection of one another and work in the same way, and just like a man cannot exist underwater, a soul cannot exist while being drowned in quiet dread.


    "How’s it going?" asks a voice from his side, Fairy Marjatta. He looks over at her. "You’re gonna get sick if you don’t put on a shirt."


    He points over to the side, looking at the fairy that is covered in thick furs and fabrics. "It’s drenched through, I’m warmer like this," he explains.


    "Sheesh, go inside," says the fairy, nodding over her shoulder back to the inside of the church. "We’ll continue tomorrow."


    He shakes his head, lowering his hand to let the light in the sky float there by itself, as if it were a single spirit adrift in the darkness that never recedes.


    "I was inside for years," he explains, tying his hair back behind his head. "I can be inside when it’s done."


    The fairy places her hands on her hips, looking at him. "Stop being a stubborn hard-ass and go inside before you get a cold and we have to call the whole thing off," she scolds. "I already have one sick person to deal with."


    "How long do I have left?" he asks.


    Marjatta crosses her arms, thinking for a moment. "Not long," she replies. "I’d like to keep you here for a few more weeks, but we don’t have that kind of time," explains the fairy, looking toward the light in the south. "I don't know about the whole Isaiah thing myself, honestly," she says, looking back at him. "But it means everything to the cardinal. He’s dying for this." She sighs. "So it means everything to me too."


    "When do I go?" he asks again.


    Fairy Marjatta sighs, rubbing the bridge of her nose. "Soon."


    "Then I’m going to finish up here," he replies, returning to his training, blatantly ignoring her directions to go back inside.


    "You’re supposed to listen to me," remarks Marjatta, watching him return to striking the training dummy with his lance.


    He looks over his shoulder at her. "Sorry," he says. "I’ll listen to you as much as you like when I come back. I promise."


    She sighs, crossing her arms, and sits down. The fairy lifts a finger, magic weaving around the digit. "Duck."


    "Huh? Duck?" asks Deutero, turning back just in time to watch the training dummy come to life, animated by Marjatta’s spell, and strike a straw-filled fist right towards his face.


    It connects, and he falls onto his back, the night spinning for a moment as he stares up at the post his head is near.


    The fairy leans down, looking at him from above. "Quack," she says. "Wanna go inside now?" she asks, in vain.


    Deutero rises back up to his feet, dusting himself off, and returns to his training, his spirit not able to be beat as easily as that.

  


  Chapter 121: Knock twice


  
    


    
      
        
          	
            The intangible, pure, radiant brightness of the soul is matched only by its ability to darken.


            While it is true that we are strung along by the binds of fate in this world, it is also true that the strings of fate are many, they twist and wind, curling and knotting this way and that. It is inevitable that we follow them to the end, to death; however, what we do along the way is mostly of our own choosing.


            Fate isn’t so much a force that guides with one, single intent in mind, as it is rather the many roots of a tree. If one were to leave a tree and burrow into the soil, one could choose a root from thousands to take, and that root might branch out furthermore, connecting to other trees’ roots, to the fungi in the soil, and to the waters of the river, which branches into many wide oceans.


            Destiny is a tunnel that we can never escape; this is true. However, the tunnel has many branching paths.


            Some of them lead to brightness.


            Some of them lead to darkness.


            It is within the context of a living life to be able to choose one’s own destiny. There are those in poor circumstances who do not have this luxury at present oftentimes, yes, but do not use them as an excuse for your own failings when you are not yourself in such a constricting position.


            To do so will be to follow one of destiny’s less desirable pathways.


            You have the ability to choose. Quit fooling yourself.


            Choose to be happy.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ Final entry of a personal journal, written by Valin Miladrius in his cell, shortly before his execution


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Aurin, The Meek] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Male, Crusader {Legendary Swordsman}
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Tower of Isaiah, Floor -83
          
        

      
    


    


    Aurin stares out into the darkness of the world outside of the tower, looking through one of its many open facades. His eyes stare past the thumb he holds before his vision, held up into the air at the end of his outstretched arm, as he measures the distance between heaven and the world.


    The base of his thumb connects to the foreground, below his feet, and the tip of his thumb touches the blackened, lightless sky above them, past the rim of the massive, floating island crushing down over their heads like an imprisoning weight, keeping them, their world, and their cherished hopes separate from the glory of the gods.


    "How far away is it?" asks a man next to him.


    Aurin turns to look at the other crusader, a man of significant power too, and turns around, placing a hand on his shoulder as he passes to return to the march.


    "Closer than we think," replies Aurin, nodding to the man, as he picks up his greatsword and eyes the crusade, still thousands strong, and all of them march forward unto and for the glory of heaven with bright hearts and vivid souls. He watches them move without distress or angst, without a single hint of hesitation, as if they were entirely inhuman, and the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end. "Closer than we think," he repeats to himself, marching back into the swarm that finds no rest.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Witch Spillaholle] ~

          
        


        
          	
            ???, Female, Witch of the Red-String
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Dead City, A Quaint House
          
        

      
    


    


    Troublesome.


    Deeply, deeply troublesome.


    Witch Spillaholle takes a sip of her tea, however her discomposure is revealed by the very unusual rattling of the saucer and cup held in her otherwise steady hands. It isn’t moved by a shaking brought on by fear or hunger but rather by the simple, strong striking of her heart. Even if she is sitting in her chair, perfectly at peace, her body does not seem to come to rest, and it bothers her with the most troublesome things imaginable.


    Thoughts.


    Feelings.


    Emotions.


    The witch narrows her eyes, managing to take a sip of her saucer into her lips, that she desperately wants to purse tightly shut. However, she fails to do even that, as the corners of her mouth are locked into a smile that won’t go away, her body disobeying her mind’s desires.


    She takes a sip of her tea, drinking far too much at once and then coughing, setting the saucer and cup back down onto the table as she shakes off her hands, splashed with room temperature tea, and lays them on her lap.


    What should she do?


    She is certainly an adult, capable of living her own life and making her own decisions of both mind and body. There is inherently nothing wrong with what happened. However, something is deeply troubling.


    It would seem that her heart has taken over the faculties of her mind and body, overpowering both of them with its will.


    She stares out of the window, out into the night as she thinks about him, them, about what happened and where it led and… well, what it means.


    What does it mean?


    Are they… together, her and that man? Or was it a one time thing? Should she ask? No. If she asks, she’ll look foolish, and it will only cause trouble. It would be for the best to fully ignore that anything happened at all and pretend that life is what it always was. A person of her stature isn’t meant to lose herself to such base things as the passions of the soul.


    She nods to herself, deciding this is the best thing to do.


    — However, her nodding causes her to yelp in surprise as she, having mindlessly wrapped her finger up tightly in her hair during this process of thought, yanks on it herself and jumps up in surprise, the sensation reminding her too sharply of his fingers in her hair. Glass clatters as she knocks into the table, her cup and saucer falling to the floor and breaking.


    "Spooky butt?" asks a voice from the side. Witch Perchta looks in from the kitchen, where she’s baking again. "You okay?"


    Spillaholle exhales, lifting the tips of her fingers and then slowly dropping them at the same rate as her exhalation, before she then turns around. "Witch Perchta, I merely spilled my tea," she says. "Go back to whence you came."


    "I’ll get you a rag!" says Perchta cheerfully. Ever since the crusade had left the city, with the monsters of the tower having retreated back to defend it and its poisoned defenders, she has been very cheerful, as she seems to think that she has won.


    She may have. Or she may not have.


    Tea drips down her dress, dripping to the floor like the sweat of two bodies.


    — Witch Spillaholle screams, grabbing her hair in distress to rid her mind of such thoughts, which are interrupting her ability to sit quietly and relax.


    "Spilli!" says a concerned voice, running out in surprise and grabbing her. "What’s wrong?!" asks Perchta.


    Spillaholle stares at her, her expression going blank. She’s showing too much. It’s troublesome.


    "I spilled my tea again," replies Witch Spillaholle calmly and quietly.


    Perchta blinks, looking at her and then down at the ground. "…Oh… huh," says the witch, not noticing anything out of place with this explanation at all as she shrugs, grabs her friend, and begins dabbing her off with a dish towel. "Hold tight, we’ll get you cleaned up in a jiffy!" beams Perchta, humming to herself.


    What is she going to do?


    Witch Spillaholle stares up towards the ceiling, desperate to find anything that will let her mind return to peaceful blankness.


    — Perchta smears the rag over her face, trying to dry it off.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    "This fucking guy…" mutters Red to herself. "Chief!" she barks, pointing down to the ground. "This asshole is tearing through the tower like it’s nothing!" she explains, speaking about the dragonslayer, who is guiding the crusade as its spear-point.


    "Indeed," says Isaiah, rubbing its chin as it stares off into the distance, thinking.


    Red grabs its arm, shaking it. "Hello?" she asks. "Are we going to do something about it or not?" asks the uthra.


    Isaiah looks at her, tilting its head. "I find it beneficial to prioritize problems," says Isaiah.


    "Between you and me," begins Red, nodding her head down to the ground. "This guy’s a pretty big fucking problem," explains the uthra. "Should we drop a slime on his head like we did with that one guy back in the day?"


    "No," replies Isaiah, looking out towards the west.


    "What?" Red looks around herself at the other uthra who are currently resting on the branches of the very-big-tree in their ‘nests’, which, given their human size, are sizable constructions filled to the brim with soft fabrics and their personal treasures. Magenta shrugs, disturbing Beige, who is laying there in the nest the two of them are sharing.


    "White, Gray," asks Isaiah. "How much gold do we have?"


    "So much," replies White, shaking his head. Gray pats him on the back. "So… so very much."


    Isaiah nods. "Thank you. Your efforts will not be wasted, White," says Isaiah. The uthra really outdid himself during his mining phase. "Not a single second of it," says the entity, crossing its arms behind its back.


    "Chief?" asks Red, clapping the back of her hand into an open palm. "What’s. The. Plan?" she asks, likely feeling like she’s the only one trying to take initiative.


    Isaiah smiles. "Today is the day of rest, Red," says Isaiah. "There is no plan and no work today, at least not for us."


    "…Really?" asks Red incredulously. "We’re in a life or death situation, and you want to take a day off?" she asks.


    "No," says Isaiah. "I want you to take a day off," it replies, waving a hand into the air. Orange, having waited for her opportunity to lunge, shoots down like a bolt of lightning and grabs Red off of her feet, placing her into her own nest before she even has a chance to complain.


    "But I don’t dislike the ‘dropping a slime’ idea, in a manner of speaking," remarks Isaiah, lifting a finger as magic begins to swirl around it, as it eyes the distant city in the west. "We still have something left open that I would like to close off."


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Witch Perchta] ~

          
        


        
          	
            ???, Female, Witch of the Blackwater
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Dead City, A Quaint House
          
        

      
    


    


    Perchta hums to herself, wobbling around the house as she hangs up the rag. Life is great. Everything is great. Her friends are here and happy. She’s here and happy. Their home is coming together, this little house that they’ve occupied. It was rather rough at first, since the people who used to live here before she killed them had unfortunate taste in furniture. But with the help of the members of the Sect, who exchanged some furniture, and a few loving touches, it’s really coming together to be a perfect, beautiful home!


    She never wanted to live in the city again, honestly.


    Perchta looks out of the window, watching as hooded members of the sect quietly walk by outside on their duties. But they’re good neighbors.


    She opens the door, calling them over. "Here, fellas," says Perchta, holding out the tray of freshly baked cookies, which are for her friends, for them to take one each. "Have one! Keep up the good work!" says the giddy witch to two strangely nervous looking cultists.


    "Th- thank you very much, Witch Per-" starts the first man, reaching out.


    — The metal tray in her hands becomes oddly bright for a moment. She looks down at it for a moment in confusion, wondering why it's glowing. That is, until she realizes that it isn’t. It’s a reflection from something glowing up in the sky.


    She lifts her head just in time to fly out of the way as something massive impacts down onto the city, the air, and the house, with everything all around it exploding in a horrific, flameless eruption. Wooden debris and stones shoot out through the night, as does her tray of cookies, which vanish into the mess as she tumbles over the stones from the force of the blast.


    Witch Perchta lifts her head after a moment, covering her face against the winds as she tries to process what just happened, her gaze looking back at her destroyed house, which is simply entirely gone.


    Standing in its place, having crushed it, is a massive, heaping hunk of shining, pure gold the size of a titan.


    And etched into the outer surface is a message, carved in with a talon.


    


    
      
        
          	
            Dear Witch Perchta,


            Please accept this as payment for the damages caused to your old house in the forest.


            Kind Regards,


            Your Neighbor

          
        

      
    


    


    Her eyes go wide as she stares at it in quiet disbelief, not really reading it even though she’s reading it, as she just stares at where her house was a second ago. Her house…


    Her house.


    Witch Perchta screams a loud, feral, animal scream from the bottom of her heart that cuts through the night, carrying for as far off as there are ears to hear it as she runs back towards the destruction, screaming the names of her friends, her boots crushing some old cookies.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah stares with its hands behind its back, Red whistling up on the tree, clearly impressed.


    Offensive measures are unusual for it to undertake in such a fashion. However, it would be most rude to simply leave their open debt untouched and unspoken about. If it has the means to pay it back, it should do so.


    Isaiah narrows its eyes, as is right for a vengeful god to do.


    Today’s debt wasn’t about the house, though.


    It was about Green, whom they lost because of the witch and her troubles.


    Isaiah turns around, returning to its day off with the uthra in the tree. The debt is repaid.

  


  Chapter 122: Friends come and friends go


  
    


    
      
        
          	
            The astronomer sits at his desk, surrounded by a clutter of maps, journals, and sketches. He holds a quill in his hand, dipping it into an inkwell as he begins to scribe his thoughts into his latest journal entry. The pages are filled with descriptions of the stars, their movements, and the patterns he has observed, but tonight he writes with a sense of unease, judging by his tempo and uneasy hand.


            
              
                
                  The stars above have been troubling to observe for days now. The lights dance in the sky, flickering like candles in the wind, and the constellations shift and swirl in ways he has never seen before. He has been staring up at the sky for hours on end, trying to make sense of what he sees, but the more he looks, the more confused he becomes.


                  His lack of sleep certainly does not alleviate this. His concern is etched into his haggard face.


                  He sketches the stars, trying to capture their strange movements, but they always seem to slip away just as he thinks he has a grasp on what he is seeing. His ever-darting eyes betray the fact that the astronomer's mind must be racing, filled with questions and theories, but no answers ever present themselves. He presumably feels a creeping sense of despair, as if he is missing something critical right in front of him. In his journal, he writes of his fears and frustrations, of the unknown forces that seem to be controlling the stars and the strange, unsettling aura that permeates the night sky. He seems to wonder if he is the only one seeing this, if others are simply too blind to recognize what he sees or too afraid to speak of it.

                

              

            

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ Observation of a Self-proclaimed 'People Watcher' at the Observatory in the Far Eastern Mountain Observatory, Across the Eastern Ocean


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Mauve] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Uthra, Female, Worker {06}
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Island, Farm on the North-East Section
          
        

      
    


    


    Mauve sits on the wooden veranda of the little shack, water running down the brim of her straw hat as she leans back, watching the fields. Her feet are kicked up on the old overturned barrel, inside of which a cat has made its home. She lets it be because it’s cute and she likes cats.


    The stalk of wheat travels across her lips as she sits there with folded hands.


    "Mauve," comes a voice from the side, breaking the silence.


    Mauve lifts her hand, gesturing for Red to wait as she lands, probably here to ask about the harvest again.


    Red blinks, looking at her and then at the fields. Not seeing anything, she turns her head back and gets to the point. "I’m here to see -"


    "Shh," says Mauve, shushing her.


    Red plants her hands on her hips. "You did not just shush me, Mauve," she starts, taking a sharper tone.


    "Quiet," says Mauve in a hushed voice, waving Red off with a flick of her fingers. "They’re here…" she explains, lifting her feet off of the barrel and slowly rising to her feet.


    Red drops her head and shakes it. "Mauve. Who’s here?" The uthra lifts her arms. "You better not be talking about those damned varmints again. They’re not real, numbskull." Mauve walks past her, placing a hand on her shoulder as she stares out into the fields, staring intently. "...Really?"


    The farmer stands there in silence as water drips around them.


    Suddenly, a heavy snapping sound comes from the distance as metal hits metal.


    "GOTTEM!" says Mauve, shooting up into the air. After a confused moment, Red flies after her, the two of them shooting over the field toward the trap she had set in the middle of it.


    The uthra hover over a metal cage, sitting in the middle of the field and covered over with dry stalks of wheat and branches.


    "Told you," says Mauve, as the two of them look down at the shaking cage below.


    "...Huh…" mutters Red, as they fly down lower to look. Their boots press into the mud, the wet soil squelching as they walk toward the cage that has slammed itself shut. The heavy container rattles as something inside it squeaks and hisses, fighting against the bars in an animal attempt to escape.


    Mauve grabs the branches, pulling them away to look at their prey, the varmint.


    – Hands reach out through the bars, swiping at them as a contorted, screaming face shouts their way in terror.


    Red sighs. "…Orange. What the hell are you doing?" she asks, looking at the orange uthra who is trapped in the cage, surrounded by carrots and pumpkins, many of which are half-chewed on. "Settle down."


    "RED!" yells Orange, grabbing the bars of the cage. "I’m innocent! Don’t lock me up!"


    Red stands there, her hands on her hips. She turns her head, looking at Mauve. "You know what?" asks the lead uthra. "This is all a waste of my time," she says. "This farm, thing? This is your problem alone from now on." Red shakes her head and flies into the air, not looking back a second time.


    Mauve stands there, her hands resting under her suspenders, as she looks at Orange in the cage.


    "Kin, we got a problem – you and I," says Mauve. "I reckon," she says, looking at the uthra’s trembling lips covered in crumbs of orange vegetables.


    Orange shakes her head, pressing her face between the bars. "Wait!" she pleads. "Don’t eat me!" cries the uthra. "I just wanted to eat something that wasn't covered in butter!" she cries.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Marjatta] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Fairy, Female, Scribe — Assistant to Cardinal Erzael of the West
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Western Mountain City
          
        

      
    


    


    How far away can it be? How much longer can it really take, until the sun returns to the world and until the day comes again? That shimmering glow on the horizon, that spark in the air to fill the world with warmth and life. How far away can it really be?


    Marjatta exhales, rubbing her face on her arm as she sniffles, looking at Cardinal Erzael, who is sitting on his chair, surrounded by all manner of tomes of knowledge to aid his research of the cosmos and the heroes of the world. The pages of the books move, as the wind presses in through the open window and flutters over them, pushing aside the strands of his long, gray hair over his closed eyes.


    He’s dead.


    In truth, she knew this was coming sooner or later. But she just… wasn’t expecting it to happen so… quietly. She was just starting her morning. Today is the big day. The hero has to leave the mountain and head to the south; there isn’t any time left for them to delay. So she got up, washed herself, got breakfast ready, and made tea to bring the cardinal.


    And here he is, just sitting in his chair, having left them in the night without ceremony or decree. He just… stopped.


    Marjatta holds her face in her sleeve, letting it soak up everything for a while as she returns her emotions to her own control. There isn’t time for this. There’s work to do. The man is gone, but the wish remains, and it remains in her hands.


    The fairy gulps, swallowing her pain as she looks back over her shoulder, and then flies to close the windows and the doors to the room, before leaving it.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Deutero] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Male, TRUE HERO
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Western Mountain City
          
        

      
    


    


    Daybreak.


    Today is the day.


    He stands on the precipice of the mountain, staring out over the world towards the distant east, towards the endless night in which shines not a single glimmer of light. It’s an endless sea of nothingness. People gather all around the clearing, members of the church, high priests, priestesses, monks, and all manner of holy men and women of the cloth.


    How long has the world been like this? How long will it have to be like this? He looks down at himself, as a small hand places itself on his shoulder from behind. Deutero looks over his shoulder at Marjatta, the fairy who hovers there, and she nods to him. "It’s time, big guy," she says, nodding to him. "Make me proud, okay?"


    He nods. "We’ll watch that sunrise together," he promises, looking back towards the east.


    "Sheesh, why do you have to be like that?" asks Marjatta, rubbing her arm. "Gonna make a girl blush in public if you’re so shameless."


    "No," he replies, lifting a hand towards her, his fingers curled in to make a slight fist. "It’s a promise between friends," he says, as she looks at it for a moment, trying to understand his gesture.


    A small sigh comes a moment later as he feels her strike his fist in return.


    "Isn’t the cardinal coming to say goodbye?" asks the hero.


    "Nah," replies Marjatta blankly. "He had to do some old man stuff together with the other cardinal from the south," explains the fairy, shrugging. "But he said you’re ready. The gods are counting on you — blah blah."


    He looks, then nods.


    "So, uh, how do I ride one of those things?" he asks, nodding his head at the anqas the church procession has brought with them.


    Marjatta blinks, realizing they never trained to ride. "Oh… uh, just wing it, you’ll probably be fine," she says. There’s nothing else to do about it now. "Just sit down and hold on. They’re smart birds; they’ll know how to not die."


    "Pardon me, excuse me," says a voice from the side. They turn to look at a courier, standing there with a small parcel. "Delivery for one Marjatta -"


    "- That’s me," she interjects, raising a hand.


    "- From his grace, Cardinal Erzael," finishes the courier. She lifts an eyebrow, looking at the small parcel, wrapped in the paper commonly used by the Holy-Church. It is stamped with the wax stamp of the church’s craftsmens’ guild.


    "Huh?" she asks as the man gives the package to the hero, salutes, and then runs off again. She lands on his arm, looking at the parcel curiously. From the cardinal? That doesn’t make any sense. She grabs the brown parchment, pulling it off to reveal a small jeweler’s box.


    "The heck?" she asks, looking inside at a small talisman with a note attached to the top of the inner lid, as wind blows over the peak, tussling the loose paper.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ‘Dear Marjatta,


            Thank you for your service.


            - Erzael’

          
        

      
    


    


    She blinks, looking at it and then at the talisman.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (UNIQUE) [Fairy Talisman]

          
        


        
          	
            Made by the finest craftsmen of the Holy-Church, this talisman is imbued with a powerful, rare source of ambient magic and constantly emits passive waves of it out around itself, sustaining anyone who wears it.
          
        


        
          	
            Effect: As long as this talisman is worn, it will replenish the fading magic of a body, allowing a fairy to leave its confines.
          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 0.12kg
          

          	
            Value: 900,000 Obols
          
        

      
    


    


    Marjatta’s hair blows past her face as she looks at the small charm, just big enough for a fairy to wear.


    She purses her lips, rubbing her face against her sleeve.


    "Marjatta?" asks the hero.


    "Desert dust," replies the fairy, sniffling. "Told you. It flies in from the east."


    "Oh… huh…" replies the man. "Wasn’t that only in the summer?" he asks, but receives no response.


    It seems that she has a lot of dust in her eyes.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Witch Gauden] ~

          
        


        
          	
            ???, Male, Witch of the Blue-Rot
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Dead City, An Underground Temple
          
        

      
    


    


    Gauden sits down on the ground with his legs crossed, drumming on an old drum he found with his hands as he thinks.


    — Well, it’s not so much him thinking alone as it is him thinking together with the thoughts of his patron entity, the thing that gives him his powers.


    He drums and sits, his long hair bobbing in the rhythm of his movements, the long, greasy strands swaying like fronds in a breeze as the thoughts come to him. They are thoughts of the many futures of this world and the one they are heading towards in particular. They are thoughts of everything all around the world, thoughts of people in distant, far away regions, thoughts of animals, skittering beneath the city’s rubble, thoughts of old places, which humans would not attribute the action of thinking too. All of these things reach his patron, who has its tendrils in them, and it in turn passes them on to him.


    Witch Gauden has already seen the future that is to come, so he knows that he is needed here most, in this southern city that is beginning to sink in the muck of the world. It doesn’t make sense now, but in the long run, in the grand scheme of things, the best thing he can do to be a good friend and person is to just stay right here.


    That’s what it tells him at least, the blue-rot, his patron and the bestower of his powers as a witch.


    This all needs to play itself out. It’s for the best, for the world, and for his friends. Pipi might not see it now, given her temperament. But when she comes back to him next time, in… ten years or so, she’ll have lightened up a lot.


    It makes him sad that she’s going to have to think what she has to think, but it really is for the best.


    The man drums away, deep down in a temple that the members of the Witch’s Sect are carving out deep below the world, listening to the endless whispering of an old spirit in his ears.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Witch Spillaholle] ~

          
        


        
          	
            ???, Female, Witch of the Red-String
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Dead City, An Outside Alleyway
          
        

      
    


    


    What a strange circumstance, but it may perhaps be for the best.


    After Perchta had vanished, she had gotten up from her chair and gone outside to head towards the library to find a new book — one that was less troublesome for her mind.


    The woman leans out of the alley, looking at the fully destroyed house, of which not a single door or window remains, having been crushed entirely.


    "Witch Spillaholle!" calls a voice from the side. She jumps in terror, clutching the wall with her hands. "Are you alright?" asks a warm voice. Her heart stops. She turns to look behind herself at him, of all people.


    "Mister Anderwal," replies Witch Spillaholle, standing up straight and clearing her throat as she does her best to play it calm. This is her chance to finally leave. If Perchta thinks she’s dead, she can make a break for the east, where she can finally have some peace and quiet for the next few hundred years. Perchta is nice; however, she has done her part to fulfill the obligations of their friendship, and enough is enough. "I am fine, thank you."


    She wants to go home before this nonsense escalates any further.


    The witch nods to herself, opening her eyes to look at him and to tell him that this was fun, but it’s time for them to part ways.


    Her mouth opens to say just that, but instead she just makes a sort of dry croaking noise as no words come. She clears her throat, wetting her lips as she tries again. "Mr. Anderwal. I…"


    — It hurts in her chest. Why?


    How troublesome.


    She stops, scrunching her face with her hands in agitation, as she can’t say what she wants to say. Her body won’t let her, as if it were having a tangible, unpleasant response to her thoughts. Her gut is in a knot, and it churns around itself. "Mister Anderwal," starts Witch Spillaholle again, practically dancing on the spot from the awkward shuffling of her feet. She has to tell him now, before the spell over her grows stronger, before whatever this terrible wickedness is that has taken hold of her soul completes its full corruption of her being and takes her whole. She lifts a hand. "I -"


    He grabs hold of it with both of his, this simple movement entirely disarming her and leaving her powerless.


    "Leave with me," says Scholar Anderwal.


    The cold night reaches her neck; her hair stands on end, her eyes go as wide as saucers, an icy chill running down her back as her heart flushes with hot blood that courses through her suddenly sweating body.


    "Mister… An- Anderwal," she starts, fighting against it.


    He pulls her in. "This is going to escalate, fast," he says, looking past her at the destruction. "I need to leave now, or all of my work will be in jeopardy," he explains, looking back down at her. The leather satchels full of journals hanging over his shoulder moving with him. Somehow, his hands have found their way to her shoulders. "Leave with me, please," he asks again. "Now."


    It’s over.


    She already knows it is. The side of her that yearns for total quiet, total solitude, and total separation from all other aspects of life screams and rages in her core as its deepest desires are left unfulfilled. However, its crying voice is overpowered by the other, unfamiliar voice in her core — that of a singing, screaming piece of red that connects the two of them.


    "…Anderwal…"


    But her old instincts tell her to try nonetheless, to shake him off, to tell him to go his way and she’ll go hers and they can both just exist separate from one another.


    And they are shattered in an instant as she finds their lips together, their hearts beating against one another, and their hands wrapped in each other's.


    The beast has taken her soul. The monstrosity with no form, the twisting parasite of the heart that takes over its hosts, making them do its bidding has full hold of her now and inebriates her to the core with a sickly euphoria, the likes of which she can feel tingling from the tips of her fingers to her toes, her head buzzing with electricity.


    "Yes," replies Witch Spillaholle, as they separate for only a second as they break a connection that her body tells her to reestablish immediately. She looks at him in the eyes, nodding. "Yes," repeats the witch, knowing that it’s too late for her. It’s already over. She’s as good as lost. She’s basically dead already.


    She’s fallen in love.


    Scholar Anderwal firmly holds her hand, feeling what she feels, and turns as they run away together, vanishing into the night, where they might never be seen again, by anyone they know, at least.


    And in distant years, there might be whispers of a strange couple, far off in the distant east at first, and then other places as they move to avoid the endless chaos that somehow always befalls the world, always staying a step ahead of it, so that they might exist together in perpetual quiet from everything apart from the striking of one another’s heart and body against themselves.


    But those strange whispers are never verified to be more than odd stories from a passing traveler or scribe, whose tomes and books are often bought out wholesale by a mysterious private collector in some distant place. In the end, all that remains of Scholar Anderwal and Witch Spillaholle are the footprints they leave behind themselves — always two pairs — until one day in the future, a few more pairs are added to the collection, together with many more books — although these new books curiously don’t have any words, only pictures.

  


  Chapter 123: The Life of the Villagers


  
    


    
      
        
          	
            In the dim and distant past, when there were no mortal civilizations of note on the world and the sun still shone brightly, the entire planet was illuminated by its radiance in an untouched, unquestioned way. It was a time of plenty and expansion, when both the land and its inhabitants were thriving and bountiful. However, one day, without any prior notice, the sun suddenly disappeared, plunging the entire world into total darkness.


            People, having never lived in a world without the sun, panicked and became like beasts. They were unable to figure out how to live without it. Their crops shriveled and died, their animals died, and the people became despondent as they too shriveled and died in both body and soul. They beseeched the gods for assistance, but none of them came through for them, and the world descended into darkness and cold.


            The gloom was more than simply a material thing; it was also a spiritual one. People stopped believing, they stopped having hope, and they stopped seeing a future for themselves. They allowed themselves to be overcome by terror and desperation, and as a result, they turned against one another and against the gods they once held in reverence.


            However, the gods did not forsake them; they placed the men of the world under a test, and all the while, they listened to the pleas of the people, which they answered by giving us the first hero, Azimuth of the Torn Sky.


            She would be tasked with advocating the mortal agenda against the principality of darkness.


            Our first hero proceeded into the darkness armed with her sword and shield, and after a series of challenges and conflicts, she discovered the reason for the disappearance of the sun. It turned out to be a powerful corruption that was responsible for concealing the sun in order to throw the entire world into anarchy and darkness. The first hero fought a fierce battle against the demon, and in the end, she emerged victorious. She was successful in retrieving the sun and bringing it back to the globe; as a result, the light returned, and the world was once again enveloped in warmth for all time.


            The people were overjoyed, and they celebrated the sun's return while also expressing their gratitude to the gods. They pledged that they would never forget, and as a result, the first congregation of the Holy-Church was established at that time.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ Of the first hero and a time of great darkness


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Mablatta] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Elf, Female, Alchemist
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Village of Isaiah
          
        

      
    


    


    The alchemist is standing in her modest shop, which is crammed with scavenged books containing encyclopedic knowledge as well as vials containing, for the majority of people, unknown liquids and powders that she needs for her trade. She is an accomplished practitioner of alchemy, yet even with her assurance of work and money in normal times, she lives in constant worry about what lies ahead. The southern city where she had resided had been invaded and utterly destroyed by monsters, and she and her comrades had escaped before it was too late. They fled towards the tower of Isaiah, despite all of their doubts about it after all this time. However, the monsters have left the city, and the dread march has made its way towards the tower too. There’s nowhere else to go; they’re trapped up on the island now, and it’s too late to go back down.


    Mablatta sighs, sitting on her chair and dropping her head to her desk in her folded arms.


    She uses her time during the day to manufacture various potions and treatments in the hopes of assisting her friends and the people living in this village. Many, many people had been direly hurt in the attack and their escape. Many died and many more are simply grievously wounded. However, she is powerless to dispel her sense of impending doom. She is conscious of the fact that their resources are dwindling and that the monsters are going to be at the village in a short while. If they breach the sub-tower below the island, they’ll rampage through the village, won’t they? What are they supposed to do then?


    "You good?" asks a voice from the side. She rolls her head over her arm, staring at her friend. The man is sitting on a fluffy cushion that they traded a few strong potions for. Apparently, it was a drop from one of the tower’s monsters.


    "What choice is there?" she asks, her cheek squishing against her forearm.


    She has witnessed the death and destruction that the monsters have caused, and as a result, she cannot help but constantly question if they will be able to make it through this, despite her desire to keep busy with her work. It prevents her from focusing, which is dangerous for an alchemist. Potions are volatile. She has overheard the screams of those who are passing away, and she can't help but assume that they will soon be the ones doing the screaming themselves.


    "You sure are a downer," replies the man, raising an eyebrow.


    She purses her lips.


    She is constantly second-guessing herself, wondering if she made the appropriate choice to run to the tower. Maybe they should have kept running instead, out into the wilds? Maybe they should have looked for another safe haven, maybe they should have done something else? Maybe they should have done any of these things.


    However, it is too late for that now because they are trapped inside this tower and the monsters are getting closer, no matter how much she worries about it.


    Mablatta makes an effort to maintain her concentration on her work, but she just can't.


    "Wanna go for a walk?" asks her friend.


    "No," she replies, sighing.


    He tilts his head. "Wanna go get something to eat?"


    "…No…" groans the alchemist, turning her face back down against the table.


    "Wanna go pray to Isaiah?"


    She loudly groans, raising the pitch of her voice.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Gregorian] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Male, Hunter
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Village of Isaiah
          
        

      
    


    


    A bow and quiver are slung over the hunter's shoulder as he stands outside the modest home he calls his own in the community that belongs to Isaiah. He has a lot of experience hunting, and he helps provide for his family by going out into the island's more remote areas. However, the island is not at all like the old forest where he used to hunt before he moved here. It is significantly more hazardous, and he is on edge all the time as a result. Yes, there are no monsters of darkness and terror here; it is true.


    But monsters of divinity and holiness have talons and claws that are just as sharp.


    Gregorian has been out on the hunt for several days, but there is very little game to be found as others have taken the island as their home too. Rabbits and the easy prey are all scared and have fled into the distant forest. He is becoming increasingly concerned about providing for his family. He is well aware that going out hunting puts him in danger, but he does not have a choice in the matter. He needs to provide for his family, but there is very little food left in the community.


    "Must you go again?" asks his wife in a hushed voice, as their children are sleeping in the bed they share in the small house that they’ve built.


    He places a hand on her chest. "If you insist on eating again today, I must go."


    "Then I decline," replies the dark-elf woman, holding her hands over his, which lies on her collarbone.


    He nods. "Very well. Then you will tell our children why they hunger?" asks Gregorian, causing her to lower her head and hold his hand against her cheek.


    "You are such a cruel man, Gregorian," she replies, closing her eyes.


    The cruel man leans forward, kissing her on the forehead, before he makes his way out the door, his bow in his hand. He is quite familiar with the island, and he makes sure to steer clear of any regions that have been reported to have some of the more dangerous monsters. He is aware that he is not the only one hunting, that other people in the village are also hunting, and that they are all competing for the same limited resources.


    Gregorian wanders off into the deep forest.


    He has been out on the prowl for several hours, but so far he has only shot a few rabbits and squirrels, which is pleasant, but not enough to feed a wife and two children for long. How long can they do this for?


    How long can he do this for?


    He is aware that they need to get off the island, but he is unsure of where they may possibly go. He has heard reports of other locations that are safe, such as the other cities in the north, east, and west, but he is unsure as to whether or not such rumors are accurate. He can only hope that they are safe. Gods help them after what happened to the south.


    Gregorian pushes deeper still into the forest, searching for food for his family.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Shotili] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Elf, Male, Swordsman
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Island, Beach on the Southern Edge
          
        

      
    


    


    The intrepid traveler is seen sitting by himself on the beach and gazing out at the water, staring at the ocean that spans towards the edge of the island, before turning into a grand waterfall that rains down to the world below. He has traveled much during his life, and as a result, he has witnessed his fair share of peril and devastation. However, he had no way of preparing himself for the deaths of his family and the people he held to be important.


    Let alone so suddenly.


    "Hey," says a voice from next to him, as someone grabs his shoulder.


    He ignores her.


    When his adventuring party arrived on the island weeks ago, their first plan after earning their riches here was to make a return journey to the southern city.


    But that plan is done for now.


    The southern city is done for now.


    After being gone for such a long time, all of these weeks, he was looking forward to reuniting with his relatives, who had previously called that location home. But they were no longer there, and he was left with nothing but sorrow and remorse in their absence. He doesn’t know if they made it away, or if they died in the chaos. They weren’t amongst the refugees, and nobody he’s asked can tell him anything. Maybe they ran away to somewhere else? It’s possible.


    Or maybe they died.


    It’s also possible.


    His friends, his party members, are trying to comfort him, but he has emotionally shut off, and they cannot reach him. Because he is preoccupied with his own feelings of loss, he is unable to comprehend what has taken place. He is furious with himself for not being there to protect his family. Why the hell was he out here?


    Just to make money.


    He came to this stupid island to make money.


    That’s the only reason he was here instead of with his family, where he was needed.


    Shotili looks down, staring at the sand between his feet, as the waves crash against the shore not far from him.


    What now?


    "Hey…" says a voice from the side again as she shakes him a second time. He turns to look at the woman, their party archer. "It’s going to be okay," she promises, nodding.


    He nods once before lowering his gaze again to stare at the sand as he thinks.


    Is it?


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Kalifii] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Female, (Fighter Advanced Class) - Fencer
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Village of Isaiah
          
        

      
    


    


    The adventuring party congregates around the fire at the bottom of the staircase with their arms and armor drawn and ready for action. They are a seasoned bunch that has been traveling together for years, so they are very comfortable with one another. However, as of today, they have a new member in their group.


    Kalifii looks at the newcomer, a refugee from the city who practically begged them for a chance to prove herself.


    The newcomer is a young woman with short hair who managed to escape the disaster that struck the southern city where she was living. She has apparently lost her family there, her home, and all of her things in this tragedy. New to the group, she has pledged to pull her weight and assist in their assaults on the tower. It is the only way for her to make money and keep herself alive, despite the fact that the tower is a perilous area teeming with creatures and treasure.


    "You guys ready?" asks Kalifii, knowing that her people are. The question is more for the newcomer, who looks around like a lost rabbit. She usually wouldn’t take on charity cases, but, well…


    — She looks up at the tower.


    Maybe the whole Isaiah thing is starting to get to her.


    "What’s your class again?" asks the fencer, turning to walk into the golden instance gate of the tower of Isaiah as they are ready to start over from floor one again. "Nostrae?"


    "Warlock," replies Nostrae, smiling as she rolls her shoulders.


    "Oh boy, you’re gonna have a hell of a time here," says Kalifii.


    "Oh… believe me, I already have," replies the newcomer, walking into the dungeon after her, the glow of the gate swallowing them both.

  


  Chapter 124: The Next Step


  
    


    
      
        
          	
            BLACKWATER ANOINTMENT - (EMERGENCIES ONLY)


            Entwines the soul of the user with Blackwater from the spirit world, creating a permanent bind between the physical and the spiritual world through use of old, forgotten channels, embodying the caster with significant boons from the stars themselves at a cost.


            Ingredients:


            1 man, bound or cooperative


            1 flask of moonwater


            1 sharp implement


            1 piece of fabric


            ~ Note from Witch Krokant, Second Era of the Howling Moon: - spell cannot be und-


            ~ Note from Witch Flimili, First Era of the Redwater Dominion: -ying to trick us, don-


            ~ Note from Witch Richono, Fifth Era of Sin: Don’t trust the st-


            ~ Note from Johnathan, the Tailor, Friday: I don’t know what this is. This is my wife’s book.


            ~ Note from Witch Lazamop, Second Era of The Illusion of Death: -ey almost got me. Their plan spans gen-


            Recipe:


            While beneath the stars


            ⭘ Rip the man’s liver out and strike it with your fist until it is a paste


            ⭘ Rip the man’s eyes out, but do not disconnect from the cord.


            ⭘ Chew on eyes while they are still attached.


            ⧂ Spit chewed eyes back into opposite sockets. Be careful to never sever the cord. If either cord is severed, acquire new man.


            ⭘ Carve depicted sigil into man using cutting implement.


            ⭘ Fill carved markings with liver paste.


            ⭘ Soak towel in moonwater and wrap it around his head.


            ⭘ Lay your body atop his, pressing your face against the wet towel.


            ⭘ Chant the listed incantations until you both suffocate.


            If the stars are pleased, they will bestow their boon.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ A Suspiciously Damp Grimoire that never seems to get dry


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Witch Perchta] ~

          
        


        
          	
            ???, Female, Witch of the Blackwater
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Dead City
          
        

      
    


    


    What is there even left?


    Perchta sits there, knelt down on the ground, her head resting against the debris of what was her home that her hands are held beneath, too weak to lift off of the place she had settled into, too weak to lift off of her friends.


    Why is it that everywhere she goes, nothing good ever happens to her in the end?


    The coolness of the metal presses against her forehead, sapping the heat from her body as she remains there in the mist that constantly rains down from the sky, pressing through her already soaked clothes, now more easily than before as her displacing screams and movements have stopped and she sits there without a single thing in the world to console her.


    Sure, she can have some quiet mornings now and then. She can have a good afternoon and maybe a span of the few odd weeks or even months in which things will range from being normal to good.


    — And then, every time, without fail, it will all come crashing down over her head.


    The Witch sits there, having no tears left to sob with or air to scream with, as she just stares at the ruined cobblestone ground on which her scuffed knees rest, atop her torn dress, her arms hanging limply at her side.


    Every time, it gets taken from her.


    Every time she gets a tiny, little piece of life, someone comes and takes it from her.


    She’s so tired of rebuilding. She’s so tired of making new things, just so that other people can take them from her.


    What even is there left? She doesn’t have a home. She can never have a home. She doesn’t have any friends, since she can never have friends. She doesn’t have a single, solitary reason to do anything, because no matter what she does, she can’t protect it.


    The soft winds of autumn press through the quietened city, carrying smells of old wood and dampened ash through the strands of her blonde hair, which drift alone in hundreds of singular strands that never seem to connect to one another.


    Yovel is gone. Spillaholle is gone. Gauden is gone.


    They’re all gone. She’s the only one left.


    There’s nothing left for the world to take.


    The witch opens her eyes, staring at her own distorted reflection, inches from her face in the gold, and it stares back at her, as a reflection ought to do under ideal circumstances. Their eyes connect, and they stare at one another, the vision through the entryway to the soul disrupted by the shining glimmer that comes forever more from the east, bounding off of the soft metal. The glowing rays catch on the gold, streaking over it and breaking her reflection with slow pulses that ebb in and out like the tide — it’s washing her away. Her reflection fades and comes back in, only to fade again.


    Like a heartbeat.


    Not even the sight of herself is allowed for her to have.


    The woman lifts her hands, striking against the metal, clawing at it with fingernails that break off from the pressure. But why would she want to do that?


    Why would she want to look at something like herself? Something so incapable and stupid, so ugly and weak and worthless. She’s nothing. She has nothing because she is nothing — the universe is so simple, isn’t it?


    Her head turns, glaring at the star in the distance, shining with a mocking brightness towards her, revealing the malignancy of her existence for all around her to see, even in this blackness of total night. She doesn’t want to be seen. She doesn’t want to be heard or known of or thought of ever again.


    The woman rises to her feet, looking down at the rubble of what was once the kitchen for an old knife that sticks from a broken drawer.


    As long as this world exists, as long as there is light anywhere that could shine upon her, she’ll never find the quiet and peace that she longs for, she’ll never find the ability to hide from those who are intent on tormenting her for all of her days.


    She turns to a group of members of the sect, who have been quietly shuffling around her this whole time, cleaning up the mess.


    "Come with me," she says, pointing at a man who slowly turns his head toward her.


    She’s going to extinguish it, the light, the lights — all of them. She’s done being the one who is taken from. This time, she’s going to take and she’s going to take everything.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Markali, the Woodsman] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Orc, Male, Woodsman
          
        


        
          	
            Location: A Quaint Home at the Foot of the Tower of Isaiah
          
        

      
    


    


    The new residence of the family is a quaint little cottage that can be found at the foot of the imposing building that is known as the Grand Tower of Isaiah. This tower is a representation of power and prosperity, and it exerts a strong influence over the landscape in its immediate vicinity. It serves as a constant reminder of the divine presence of Isaiah, the great deity that the people who live in this land adore. Isaiah is thanked by his family every night as they settle down to supper by bowing their heads in prayer and expressing their gratitude for the meal that is about to be served to them; he makes sure of it.


    The children don’t quite understand his harshness in making them pray, but they do not grasp the nature of their situation or the generosity of their benefactor.


    Markali leads the prayer with a deep, resonating voice that can be heard throughout the peaceful cottage, praying for the continued compassion and mercy of Isaiah.


    His wife may have been upset about them leaving their old gods for this one. However, her discomfort quickly vanished after the finishing of their home and the fullness of their childrens’ bellies, more than they had ever done for them.


    "Hallow," finishes the man, as they do with every prayer before every meal.


    "Hallow," resounds back around the table, as people begin to talk about their day and eat.


    Life is good here.


    The dishes rattle, as a quake moves through the ground. Everyone looks down towards the ground.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Aurin, the Meek] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Male, Crusader {Legendary Swordsman}
          
        


        
          	
            Location: Floor -50 of the Sub-Tower of Isaiah
          
        

      
    


    


    Further.


    Just a little further.


    The ground rumbles, stones falling from above as he presses onward, the ten-thousand boots of his brothers and sisters crashing down next to him, behind him, within him. He is the tip of the blade, the first man in and the first man out. That is his place in life.


    — Wild, cascading energies burst out all around him, his sword resting in a violent slumber against the blade of the enemy that he has come to encounter.


    His eyes shine through the slits of his visor, the fabrics of his armor, and the shawls wrapped around him blowing in the violent winds that generate between him and the monstrosity, born of the tower’s bowels.


    As a boy, he had to go further. As a man, he had to go further. Now here, as the person he is in this singular moment, he has to go further. There’s always only one direction, one path. To think that there is another, to think that you can go in any direction but forward is weakness. It's a weakness of the soul and heart.


    The metal of his gauntlets comes close to glowing, superheated by the metal that is cooking in the magical burst as he presses the weight of his body against the opponent, who does the same as they engage in honorable conflict. The leather, wet from the moisture of the fabrics beneath them, which have absorbed his sweat in abundance, hisses audibly together with the whine of the radiance.


    Aurin looks into the eyes of the enemy, a great knight clad in the armor of the old ways, the pupils glowing with energy and zeal that command it too to move forward. However, unfortunately for them both, they are heading in opposite directions.


    Now, it remains only to be seen who can push harder.


    — That of course, is him.


    Aurin steps forward, bringing his body closer to the blades — the metal of the enemy’s body and weapon cracking, the ground shaking as if it were trying to cast him alone off of it. But he can’t move anywhere else. He can’t go left, he can’t go right, he can’t go back, because that is where his brothers and sisters all stand in both body and spirit and not just those of the crusade, but all the people’s of this world who do not have the capacity to do what he does.


    — Push.


    The world explodes into violent light, with a chunk of the tower blasting away and crashing into the waters of the lake below.

  


  Chapter 125: Why does anything


  
    


    
      
        
          	
            It is, according to the rules of the spiritual principality of man, insufficient if one simply exists in the comfort of vague idleness. In the minds of the philosophers and esoterics of our world, the human spirit is bred by the gods themselves to always grow — to consume the fuel of life as if it were a burning flame. We must always strive toward a greater peak, aim toward a higher star, and run toward a horizon that is ever further away than the one that we already see before our eyes.


            But what if I don’t want to?


            Why is it that if I choose to live the simple life of a man of few means and many inadequacies, I am told this is not enough? Why can I not be a humble farmer of tubers, a hunter in a distant forest who lives as a hermit, or a simple bookkeeper who works exactly the number of hours he has been given by his employer and never a single minute less or more?


            Certainly, there are many who choose these paths of normality; we see them amongst ourselves every day.


            Yet as I sit here, perched on the peak of my nose, which is held so high as to allow me to do so, I cannot help but think that these people are lying to themselves.


            I do not believe in contentedness.


            I believe that all of those examples of people I have just mentioned — that they are deluding themselves, telling themselves that what they have is good enough, that it is plenty.


            But this is against the bright nature of the human soul, webbed in the element of fire.


            I refuse to believe any different, and neither should you.


            Strive. Burn. Grow.


            It is as nature intends.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ Wicker Marvin, infamous human supremacist on the nature of the superiority of the human spirit to that of other species


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Ijmir] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Female, Shadowy Priestess
          
        


        
          	
            Location: Floor Six of the Tower of Isaiah
          
        

      
    


    


    Why does something exist?


    The shadowy priestess stands there, staring at the ground, before lifting her head up to look at the golem standing behind her.


    The golem is a creature that exists.


    It looks down at her, and the two of them stare at one another for a time, the sound of running water filling the silent void as they look.


    She lowers her head, looking down at the water, which is a thing that exists.


    She stares at her reflection, looking at the priestess standing down below her in the water at her feet. The reflection exists, but the person portrayed in the reflection does not exist.


    Life is confusing.


    — A large stone hand holds itself out in front of her, obscuring her view. She looks at it and then at her friend before climbing on. He lifts her up into the air, where she crawls onto his broad shoulder, and then looks around the arena, where they live.


    Where they live is a place that exists.


    She scratches the back of her head, trying to figure it all out. There are all sorts of things that exist, but why? At first there was nothing, then there was something. At first she wasn’t and then she was.


    Her friend turns his head, watching, as an insect with loud, buzzy wings flies past them, towards the other side of the open-faced arena.


    He walks on after the bug, until he reaches the edge of the space. The two of them look out over the world. It used to be bright often, but now it is dark always. The sun used to be a thing that was, and now it is a thing that isn’t.


    — The bug flies back in, having changed its mind. It buzzes past them and flies the totally opposite way.


    The golem turns its massive head, stones grinding against stones as it follows the critter with its gaze and then slowly lumbers around, moving on after it towards the other end of the arena, lifting a hand to reach out for the bug.


    But it flies away, off of the other side of the tower this time.


    The two of them stand there, staring at the nothingness — the darkness — that exists beyond the edge of the tower for a time in silence.


    And then, the bug flies in a third time, apparently not pleased with all of its choice to go.


    It buzzes around them.


    She, copying her friend, cups her hands and waits. The bug lands there, whether by chance or some odd string of fate is impossible to say. She lowers her head, staring at it in mild surprise. She bends down, holding out her hands to her friend, who turns his head to look at it crawling around in her grasp with quiet curiosity in his eyes. The insect doesn’t seem bothered much. It’s a hard-shelled thing with a socially appropriate amount of legs and a somewhat bejeweled, emerald shell. It simply crawls around, buzzing its wings now and then, before moving on to another spot on her hands.


    The golem lifts a finger, his massive digit which is larger than both of her arms combined, gently pressing against the tip of her cupped hands.


    And the two of them watch as the bug crawls over from her to him, just trying to find its way to wherever it is going. It doesn’t really seem to know, looking at it.


    The shadow priestess watches it crawl along to him, wondering if that itself isn’t the answer.


    Maybe the things that exist simply don’t even know why they exist, all of them. Maybe they, like the bug, are just traveling back and forth between one state of being and the next, before then returning back again as a bug, wondering how one got into this situation and how they’ll ever manage to get out of it.


    — The bug lifts off into the air, flying away for a third time and the two of them watch it go, as it vanishes into a gust of oddly warm, autumn wind that throws her hair out and into the flow.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    "What the fuck," says Red. The two of them float in the air, outside of the tower, looking in at the priestess and the golem. "What the hell are they doing?" she asks. "They’re just standing there like idiots," explains the uthra, gesturing to the two monsters of floor six.


    Isaiah looks at her and then back at them, the two of them watching from a distance. "They’re living life, Red," replies Isaiah.


    Red turns her head, looking at Isaiah blankly. "…Living life?" she asks incredulously. "Chief. They’re just standing there like idiots, not doing anything."


    Isaiah looks back at Red, the two of them staring at one another quietly, like idiots, not doing anything.


    "Shut up," says Red. She stops for a moment and then makes a face before clearing her throat as she hits her own chest. "Shit."


    "What?" asks Isaiah.


    She sighs. "Nothing," replies the uthra. "I think Crystal was right about the butter…"


    Isaiah raises an eyebrow.

  


  Chapter 126: The Road to the South


  
    


    
      
        
          	
            Day 1: Depart from the northern city, passing through rolling hills dotted with small villages. Stop for the night at a rustic inn on the edge of the forest.


            Day 2: Continue through dense, mist-filled forests. Cross over several fast-flowing rivers via narrow stone bridges. Set up camp for the night in a meadow surrounded by tall trees.


            Day 3: Travel through a vast grassland with occasional clusters of boulders and rocky outcroppings. Keep a watchful eye for any dangerous creatures that roam the area. Arrive at a fortified town in the late afternoon and spend the night in its sturdy inn.


            Day 4: Make the journey through treacherous wild-lands, carefully winding through steep, narrow valleys. Spot majestic eagles flying overhead, and perhaps even the occasional harpy in the distance over the distant world-tree. Stop for the night at a cliffside monastery, where the travelers can rest and seek solace in the sacred halls.


            Day 5: Descend from the hills and enter the great forest. Travel by day, seeking refuge from the harsh sun in the shade. Stop for the night at a lake, where one can refresh themselves in the cool waters and rest under the stars.


            Day 6: Continue through the great forest, watching for any signs of danger and carefully conserving their supplies. Reach the edge of a great forest in the late afternoon and set up camp for the night.


            Day 7: Follow the lake's shoreline, perhaps stopping to catch some fish for dinner or rest in a hidden cove. Reach the southern shore in the evening and set up camp for the night.


            Day 8: The final stretch of the journey brings the convoy through rolling hills dotted with small, picturesque villages. Reach the Tower of Isaiah by mid-afternoon and find sanctuary within its walls, where they will be greeted by the faithful and can offer their prayers to the deity they have come to venerate.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ A Tourist’s Travel Itinerary from the North to the Tower of Isaiah, via the Scenic Route by Anqa


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Deutero] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Male, TRUE HERO
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Road to the South
          
        

      
    


    


    Within one of the carriages, the priest and the hero are seen conversing with one another as the flickering light from the many lanterns that are fastened to the wood illuminates their features -- very different from one another's. The eyes of the priest are closed as he prays to Isaiah now and then in between, his lips are moving in a silent motion as he utters his petition to the heavens, asking for their safe arrival in the south. As the man loses himself in prayer again, breaking their conversation, the 'hero', as they call him, Deutero, remains unmoved as he surveys the pitch-black landscape beyond the window, intently scanning it for any indication of the path that lies ahead or any odd dangers.


    He had to stop riding the anqa, as his mount was having trouble with his weight. It’s not very heroic to talk about, but apparently, when one gains enough strength points, one puts on a significant amount of muscle. This raises one’s weight to something far higher than a mount is, in some cases, able to carry. War anqas are bred for this purpose, but as the hero… well… his stats surpass those of a normal person’s, somewhat significantly.


    The procession of carriages jolts and jostles them as it goes over a bump in the road, which causes the constructs to lurch. The hero's hand moves to his weapon involuntarily, as he almost feels like something is attacking them. But nothing comes. The priest opens his eyes and immediately places a reassuring hand on the hero's arm after picking up on his sense of unease. The old man shakes his head. "Do not fear, my son. Isaiah will lead us in safety." The procession continues through the night, with the darkness acting as a curtain around the convoy as it travels. While the priest continues to pray for their protection, Deutero maintains vigilance and keeps a watchful eye out for any indication of impending danger. They have no way of knowing what perils lie in wait for them, but they have faith that Isaiah will guide them through the night in safety. That’s what the holy-men say, at least. He’s still a bit unsure of the whole ‘Isaiah’ thing himself.


    But it means a lot to these people, and they’ve been good to him, so here he is.


    Deutero gets up from his seat and moves toward the window of the swaying carriage, causing it to tilt to one side from his weight. He glances out into the darkness, leaning out and spots the teeny-tiny figure of the fairy, Marjatta, sitting atop the moving roof. She deftly maintains her equilibrium despite the jolting motion of the carriage, thanks to the delicate wings that she possesses, constantly fluttering so that she stays relatively balanced where she rests.


    "Hey, aren’t you cold up there?" he asks, raising an eyebrow. "Come on in." Given her tiny size, it's presumable that she has body-heat issues outdoors. Especially since it's gotten so cold here, now after days of no sunlight.


    Marjatta shakes her head, not even looking down at him as she instead watches the world develop in front of her. Even if there is only darkness to be seen in every direction, she’s mesmerized by it. "No, thank you," replies Marjatta eventually, in a kind and melodic tone of voice. "I'd much rather stay out here," she says, her eyes darting over the shadowy world that surrounds them, which is lit only by the lamps that are carried by the caravan.


    Deutero nods, not too surprised. She has never been successful in escaping the mountain in the past, given that she was bound to live atop it forever as a fairy. This must be a very crazy experience for her, being out here in the world like this. In a way, he sympathises.


    He watches Marjatta, who continues to take in their surroundings with the wonder and curiosity of a child. The look on her face and the ease of her posture breaks the illusion of the person he had held her to be — rigid and by the books. In spite of Marjatta's initial rejection to come in, he instead maneuvers his way out of the carriage window and awkwardly climbs onto the roof to join the fairy there, almost causing the whole construct to dangerously tip over, the priest inside crying in surprise, until he finds his balance and the carriage lands back on its wheels. He does his best to ignore her laughter as she points at him.


    They continue their journey toward the south. They watch the world go by, the cool night winds blowing over their hair as they do so. Deutero tunes out the murmuring prayers that are coming from below them. He gets that he's among holy people and all, but they really take the whole praying thing seriously. He’s plenty content to sit and bask in the fairy's company, watching the world as it rushes by them into the unfathomable depths of the night, despite the fact that they are getting closer and closer to the uncertain outcome that awaits them.


    "So?" he asks, looking at the fairy. "What’re you looking at?"


    She shrugs. "Just, you know… everything." Marjatta turns her head, looking to the left and then towards the right. "There’s… a lot more of it than I expected."


    Deutero nods. "There really is a lot of everything," agrees the man, looking out together with her at the everything all around them. It's somewhat hard to see, given the total darkness. But somehow, the black paint that covers all of existence makes it more mysterious and intriguing to look at than it would have been in daylight. It's not like he's seen what this world really looks like either, so in a way he kind of gets what she means. It all seems so new. The world unfolds in front of them like an unending vista, presumably consisting of undulating hills covered with wildflowers and gnarled trees that reach up into the dark clouds. The moon illuminates the landscape below with a metallic sheen, giving it a look that is between gray and black in tone. Her eyes never get any smaller as she clearly loses herself in the sight of her escape.


    He doesn’t know much himself of the world as a whole, his old one or this new one, but the few things he does recognize on their way he describes to her. Marjatta pays close attention, taking in as much information as she can, whether out of interest for the knowledge itself or for the conversation is impossible to say. It’s nice in a way, being the teacher for once. But as they continue their journey, the topics of conversation begin to shift away from the world around them and toward more introspective matters, as tends to happen when one talks long enough at nighttime. Marjatta shares with Deutero her experiences as a fairy, including her childish phase as a young girl, back when she still allegedly had a ‘carefree personality', and a 'joy for life’, as she calls it. Deutero smiles and nods along as she speaks, somewhat dreading where the conversation will move to once her turn is over.


    Being a fairy sounds really fun, until you actually understand your situation. Then it isn’t fun much, if ever again.


    The wheels of the carriages can be heard grinding over the gravel surface of the road as the caravan makes its way across the hills, dipping down into the valleys, then climbing back up again.


    As the carriage continues to move forward, Deutero sits still, concentrating intently on the scenery that passes before him. Marjatta, the inquisitive fairy, stares up at him with curiosity, clearly waiting to find out more information about him now that she had shared her half of the conversation. "Deutero" asks Marjatta in a voice that is unusually soft spoken, pushing him since he clearly isn't going to talk by himself. "Tell me about you," the fairy asks. "You before this," says the fairy, gesturing to the world.


    Deutero reflects on his previous life, the period before he was reborn in this world, his demeanor darkens somewhat as he casts a distant and worried gaze towards Marjatta, glancing down at her. He opens his mouth to talk and then stops himself, trying again a second time a minute later. "I prefer not to talk about it."


    Marjatta furrows her brow. "Come on. Don’t be like that," says the fairy, knocking on the roof of the carriage with a small hand. "This spot here?" she asks. "This is a judgment free zone. Promise. Inside, not so much," says the fairy. "But on the roof? It's just you and me, champ." She looks ahead. "Oh. Duck."


    Deutero blinks, quickly dropping down onto his back.


    — A branch from a tree the caravan passes by undercuts through the air where he was sitting, moving right over his torso as they pass under it.


    "Quick learner," says Marjatta, knocking against his chest.


    Deutero sits back upright. "I didn’t want to get quacked at again," he replies. The man turns his head, looking out into the night, as he still hasn’t answered her question. But he sort of doesn’t want to. It makes him feel bad, honestly. Being a hero, 'the' hero, carries a lot of weight in this world and honestly, he hasn't really earned it. He just kind of got it, for some reason.


    The man turns his head back, looking at the fairy who has turned to the side, leaning with her back against him as she stares out into the distance, towards the part of the world that is most brightly bathed in moonlight.


    For her, life was a prison. She could never leave the mountain, ever, because she would die — as is the fate of any fairy who tries. Yet to survive on the mountain is also a horrifically difficult task for a fairy. Many of them don’t survive long, and not just because of the elements or monsters, but because of people. People who would crush them, capture them, and hurt them. Oftentimes, for no other reason than the fact that they’re small creatures who can't do anything about it.


    Not all of them have the luck to find a safe place like she did, and even then, with her good fortunes, her life was in its totality confined to one area forever, until she would one day die. A prison.


    The carriage continues to move on as he stares, lost in thought. When he contemplates the life he had abandoned and the one he is currently following, he experiences a broad range of feelings inside of himself and the strongest among them is shame. As they travel through the night on the roadways, the two individuals remain silent and watch the world pass by under them. Marjatta turns her head around, looking back up at him. After a moment of hesitation, he opens his mouth again, trying to find the right words.


    "I fucked it up," he says, finally getting to the point. Deutero doesn’t look at her, since he doesn’t want to meet her eyes; instead, he stares back out ahead of them, towards the distant star on the horizon that marks Isaiah.


    The truth is, in his old life, he wasn’t much of anybody, really. He had the opportunities in life to live bravely, to become something, to push hard forward so that his body and spirit could both breathe unto the dawn of a better life. But instead, he didn’t.


    Instead, he stayed in the dark, literally, in his room every day for days on end. Those days turned into weeks, those weeks into months, and then, somehow, despite the impossibility of it, those months turned into years. Full years of… nothing. just a mindless, droning existence in a prison that he himself had chosen to stay in. He could have changed his life; he could have tried to be better, but he didn’t.


    Instead, somehow, he has this opportunity now. It is an opportunity that he didn’t earn, one that he doesn’t deserve, and one that people who actually do, like Marjatta, usually never get.


    And that’s why he feels bad telling her about it.


    A small hand holds itself against his forearm. "Don’t worry about it, big guy," says the fairy. "If there’s one thing that I’ve learned," she says. "It’s that, no matter what, everybody fucks up their life eventually."


    He sighs, exhaling a breath that somehow carried a lot of pressure with it, his shoulders drooping as he decides to make a change for real. Not a change that comes forced on him from the universe of this world or his old one, but a chance he himself makes for the sake of himself. Deutero lifts a finger, softly placing it on top of the back of her hand. "Wanna do better this time?" he asks, looking at the fairy, the moonlight cutting through her hair.


    She stiffens up, looking away for a moment, before then turning back up toward him. "Yeah," replies Marjatta, sealing the simple promise.

  


  Chapter 127: The First of Many


  
    


    
      
        
          	
            It was another long and tiring day on the watch. My body aches from the weight of my armor and the weariness of my spirit. The sun had not yet risen when I began my rounds, and it had already set by the time I returned to my quarters. The day passed in a blur of monotony and endless toil.


            But the usual routine is disrupted by the constant flow of refugees pouring into our city from the south. The roads leading to the city gates were congested with people, carts, and animals, all seeking refuge from the unrest in their own lands. I and my fellow guards had to work twice as hard to keep the peace and maintain order amidst the chaos. The refugees are desperate, weary, and afraid. They clutch their meager possessions close to their hearts and tell us tales of unimaginable darkness, famine, and death.


            My duties as a city guard require me to be stoic and impartial, but it is hard to ignore the pain and suffering that I see every day. My job is to keep this city and its people safe, not any strangers from the south. But it is not my place to question my orders or the will of the gods. I am a servant of the city and its needs, and I must fulfill my duty no matter how troublesome the burden may be.


            Despite the difficulties, I am grateful for my job and the purpose it gives me in these dark times when many other industries have failed. It is a small comfort in these troubled hours, but it is enough to keep me going. May the gods grant me the strength to endure another day on the watch.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ The Journal of a City Guard, Day Unknown


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Guardsman Initiate Muldrich] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Male, City Guardsman
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Far Northern City, Streets
          
        

      
    


    


    The two guardsmen walk through the quiet streets of the far northern city, far distant from the southern lands and the tower of Isaiah, the armor on their bodies making a faint clanking sound with each step as they move through the timber-framed houses that line the cobblestone alleyways. A sliver of the moonlight can be seen in the sky, and it emits a dim glow that highlights the well kept roads and warm buildings below it. The northern city is rich with mercantile abundance. The wind is brisk and stings, as it always does in the far north, sending shivers down his spine and causing his skin to sting.


    "So how did the night go?" asks his partner as they walk.


    Muldrich looks at him, turning his head back forward again. "Fine."


    The man elbows him. "Come on, Moldy. ‘Fine’?" he asks, looking at him knowingly. "You gotta give me more than that."


    The young guardsman, not one for many words, shrugs, as they walk down the lonesome, winding streets, past many brightly shining orange windows, full of hearthglow. However, the peace of the night is disrupted as noises of shuffling and muffled weeping reverberate throughout the alleyways, as it does so often in the world these days. The two of them are already aware of what is causing this commotion. The refugees, who had been compelled to leave their homes and towns in the distant south, had found sanctuary on the streets here and in other cities after being forced to flee. Some of them had the fortune to quickly find work and places to stay, but many are still feeling their way through life — having landed in the alleyways and corners of the city.


    Muldrich and his advisor, a senior guardsman, round the bend and are greeted with the sight of a large number of people gathered together and attempting to find warmth in the embraces of those around them and the fires they’ve started, against city ordinances. But it’s cold in the north.


    "Good evening, citizens," says his senior partner, going through the spiel that they go through every night. "Kindly head back to wherever you are staying for the night. It is not advisable to walk about outside at this time," recites the guardsman.


    The strangers, their faces wan and worn, know better by now and nod in obedience. They slowly get to their feet and are then all escorted to the closest inn by the two of them, despite the innkeeper’s very sour expression at this nightly ritual. A few minutes later, the two of them step out of the inn, back into the night which had returned to its usual stillness, for now but the echoes of the cries of the refugees can still be heard hanging in the air from many other clusters elsewhere.


    The sound of the two guardsmen's heavy footfall reverberates off the city's cobblestone streets as they make their way through the gloomy and frigid streets of the northern metropolis. In spite of the relative lack of action, they are both aware of the total insignificance of their mission, which is to preserve order and calm during this turbulent period. They are used to seeing the same faces every night, people who were desperate and gathered together in doorways and alleyways in an attempt to avoid the cold. However, they have also grown weary of this new pattern because of exactly this.


    "This is stupid, you know?" asks his senior officer.


    Muldrich nods, not disagreeing. But protocol is protocol. The two of them stop at the end of the road, turning their heads to look back at the inn they had just escorted those few families to, watching as they are all thrown out right back onto the street.


    They were already aware of what awaited those people as they entered the inn, as this happens every night. The individuals who had previously found safety within the inn's walls will now be forced back out onto the streets because they are unable to pay for any food or their accommodations. The harsh truth is one that the guardsmen had grown all too accustomed to dealing with. But the procedure is what it is, and even though they knew it was a waste of time, they had no choice but to follow it.


    "Rules are rules," replies Muldrich.


    His appointed senior shakes his head, clapping a hand on Muldrich’s shoulder. "You’re all business, Muldrich," says the man. "You gotta learn to loosen up a little if you want to walk the streets," he explains.


    City ordinances dictate that all undocumented persons outside at night must be escorted to the nearest place of lodging by the city guard. However, the catch is that these places are not actually required to accommodate anyone who can’t pay, and, given that these people are refugees, most can’t. So they’re thrown right back out onto the street until the two guardsmen make their next loop down this road on their patrol, and the song and dance repeats itself once more. They’ll often escort the same group of people three or four times in one night to the same building, just so they can get thrown out again. Everyone follows the whistle and tune of bureaucracy.


    As soon as the entrance to the inn swings open wide, a steady stream of people emerges, all of them bearing neutral expressions as they are thrown back out towards their only just extinguished fires, as they are used to this game too.


    The two men return to their patrol, his senior nudging him again. "So, you snagged yourself a dark-elf, huh?" asks the man, raising his eyebrows. "Is it true what they say?" he asks, leaning in and lowering his voice. "About… You know?" he asks.


    "About what?" asks Muldrich, dryly.


    The other man is quiet for a moment. "About… you know… Ah, fuck. Never mind," sighs the officer, shaking his head. "You really need to loosen up a little, Moldy," explains the guardsman. "Or you’ll never make it to the big leagues."


    The two men resume their patrol. Even though it is silent, the night is not at all serene. There is tension in the air. The refugees from the south are mostly trying to get by, but for those who can’t afford to get by, they make their due through other means. Petty crime has skyrocketed lately, and there is a huge internal conflict in the city’s politics, arguing over the morality of even bothering to take in their brothers from the south if they’re only going to cause trouble here in the north.


    It’s a potential powder-keg for civil unrest in the city, and the fuse certainly seems to have been lit at this point. He's not sure where this is going to lead to, ignoring the whole 'world ending crisis' thing. But it's causing problems for his city from the other side of the continent. That damned Isaiah-thing.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Salvator] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Male, Wizard (Wind)
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Tower, Floor One-Hundred
          
        

      
    


    


    Screams fill the air, with lightning crashing all around them from the tear in the void — the veil between realities. But the screams, just like the energy, are not born from the physicality of any entities present here; rather, they are the voice of the aether, the cry of the spirit-world, hissing in a serpent’s tongue as its cadence collides with their physical domain.


    The wind howls, rushing against his back, pressing him forward and against the maw of the other-world beast, an entity made entirely out of pure, radiant, wild energy. Now it has the face of a dragon, but moments ago it had the face of a woman, and before that, the face of a beast. The monster with one-million faces, towering over them, roars as it carries the screams of every dead spirit to fill the astral realm with its voice. It screams, roaring with the voice of his mother, of his father, with the voices of men and women he’s never heard before and those he has, of whose passing he has not learned until this very second as he picks up their tongues in the conjoined anomaly.


    His skin burns as its energies collide against him, his hands outstretched to project a torrent of violent winds out ahead of himself, pressing it back further as the titan presses against him — as if the two of them were an ancient sea serpent pressing against a raging tsunami.


    They’ve come so far.


    Salvator leans in, seeing his friends move at his side, the energies of their attacks striking against the leviathan that blocks their way, the final guardian of the tower of Isaiah’s first one-hundred floors.


    It doesn’t matter what’s happening anywhere else in the world.


    Ten-thousand voices scream into his ear, from which warm blood runs out, intermingling with the sweat, tears, and gore covering his robe.


    It doesn’t matter what’s happening in the south, in the west, in the east, or in the north.


    The monster’s face changes from that of an ancient dragon, to that of a sleek porcelain mask, opening its eyes and mouth wide — a blinding glow releasing from its orifices that swallows them whole in a tide of backwashing energy in which the five of them float.


    "Why are you here?" asks a voice, resounding all around them with a strong, firm intensity to its question, cutting through the cries of the dead that have swallowed him whole.


    Salvator, unable to see, unable to feel, presses forward another step, knowing that his people, his friends, are doing the same. The man tightens his fingers, staring into the wild light that blinds him with its intensity, but he doesn’t look away despite the searing pain in his head.


    Something touches him from both sides, as his party, unable to see, closes ranks and maintains contact with one another, establishing a chain in which he is the central link. "Where else should I be?" asks Salvator, responding to the voice, as the tower rumbles, as his bones shake and the light cooks his skin, igniting his robe, as ten-million souls scream from beyond the veil.


    "Good answer," replies the voice.


    And then, everything stops as he and his party hurtle through the air, tumbling violently over one another in a weightless void. They grasp hands, clutching on to each other as they tumble towards uncertainty.


    "One hundred more to go," says the voice.


    Salvator and his party float, levitating high up in the air, as their vision returns to them. The five of them hang there, suspended in midair, as they look down below themselves, at the island above which they are flying, the heavy strike of the clock-tower reverberating through the air.


    


    
      
        
          	
            - [CHAMPION OF THE TOWER] -

          
        


        
          	
            Congratulations! You have bested the 100 core floors of the Tower of Isaiah!
          
        


        
          	
            Reward: [Augmentation {Holy}]
          
        


        
          	
            -) You may augment the additional HOLY sub-attribute onto your primary attribute: [Divine Wind]


            -) Title: 'Champion of the Tower'


            -) You may teleport to any point on the island that you have reached prior at will.


            -) All of your needs will be taken care of for as long as you are on the island, be it food, water, or shelter.


            -) You may speak with Isaiah.

          
        

      
    


    


    The five of them float, looking at the window and then to the side, their vision blurred and full of glares from the illumination just prior. A white movement fills their sight, obscured by their misvision, glaring with its intensity much the same as the monster had just done. They lift their hands, covering their eyes, as the voice from just now returns again.


    "Congratulations for your efforts," says the voice. "Let me ask you some questions," it says.


    "…Questions?" asks Salvator, trying to look through the gaps between his fingers.


    The entity that appears to have just as many faces, wings, and limbs as the number of voices he had just heard nods with a simple movement.


    "What would you make harder?" it asks, getting right to the point.


    He blinks.

  


  Chapter 128: It's All for This


  
    


    
      
        
          	
            The world was made to be at peace.


            The serenity of the world on a calm spring’s day is proof of this, as gentle winds press through the glades — evergreen — and carry with them the last kisses of winter’s chill and the first hopes of summer’s grace to come. It can be felt in the touch of soft skin upon your own, seen in the smile of a beloved person glancing your way, and heard in the cry of a songbird fluttering through the air.


            While, yes, there are too many moments of horror.


            There are moments when the songbird is caught by the falcon, when the smiles turn to screams, and when winter cuts through our hearts, but these are the minority of moments. Remember that.


            Winter is the only cold season. One of four.


            One season is warm, and two are temperate. Only one is cold. The majority, therefore, is warm and kind.


            The world was made to be warm. You were made to be warm.


            You were made to be kind and at peace.


            Don’t let one single winter turn you away from nature’s purpose for your soul.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ Musings of a buried philosopher


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Rorate] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Dark Elf, Female, Fighter + Field Medic
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Island, River
          
        

      
    


    


    Water splashes in the dark as Rorate dives back down below the surface, a serpentine body gliding past her as they swim together in search of a prize.


    If anyone were to ask her why she’s out here now instead of upstairs, preaching to the desperate and the needy, relieving them of their burdens, worries, and fears, there isn’t any answer she could give that wouldn’t paint her in an unfavorable light, that wouldn’t make her appear to be a selfish, uncaring person. However, life can’t always be about serving others. Someone who fails to serve themselves now and then too will eventually also fail in their task to serve others, as the innate desires of the body and soul will still persist and manage to worm their way into the act of caregiving, where they might parasitize the help being offered to others.


    Sometimes, it’s good to just do something you want to do for the simple reason that you want to do it. Sometimes, other people need to just survive by themselves for an afternoon.


    Isaiah gave her her life back to live, after all. It’s hers to live, and she intends to do so.


    And then, when she’s done living a little, she’ll return to her duties to continue to make amends for the wrongs she’s done in the past.


    A hand grabs hers from before herself, pointing on ahead. Rorate, holding her breath, nods and lets herself be pulled away by the river-monster with whom she has become friends.


    They shoot through the water, cutting through the river’s current, gliding up and over and around the heavy rocks at the bottom of the dark, cool waters. She’s gotten good at holding her breath, as they go on these outings often.


    The melusine pulls her along down the river, allowing her to surface now and then for air, before they finally reach a spot the two of them stop at.


    Rorate pulls her head out of the water, gasping for air, her long, white hair — soaked and shimmering with moonlight — stuck to her face as she looks around the area where they are, her eyes going wide as the many colors touch her face.


    They’ve left the main river and followed a small, serpentine offshoot into the island, to a place she’s never been.


    The dark-elf looks around herself, staring at what looks like a small grotto. They must have gone down into an underground river system that feeds into a cave of sorts.


    Beautiful gemstones of all forms and hues jut out of the walls, filling the place with a luminescence akin to fairy-light. The water here, in a small pool of sorts inside of the grotto, just past the flowing of the river, where it channels on deeper, is unusually warm in comparison to the source. Rorate holds her breath, diving down again to touch the stone ground at the bottom of the pool. It’s warm. There is some sort of natural heat coming from below this area that heats up the pooled water.


    — A face floats past hers, followed by a torso and then many colorful scales; her friend is drifting through the warm waters to a small alcove in the stones that lies half on the surface and half in the waters of the pool.


    Rorate rises up again, looking at the creature, the shy monster, and then around the area. There are other things here. There are things people have thrown into the river or lost; potion bottles and weapons, boots and rucksacks that had gotten snagged. There are all manner of odd nicks and nacks and things both strange and mundane. There is some money and a few gemstones, that look like they don’t belong to those on the wall. She exhales, realizing.


    "You have a lovely home," says Rorate, looking at the monster, who, upon being looked at, submerges her face halfway into the water, bubbling with her mouth. She had no idea the monster lived anywhere else than simply in the river, but it makes sense. This is a much nicer place to be, and, given the creature’s affinity for shyness, it seems more in touch with her sensibilities.


    Rorate swims over to the ledge, sitting down on it and leaning back against the stones behind them, staring up towards the ceiling, which is covered in jewels.


    She sighs, leaning back and relaxing. The warm water feels nice, especially in contrast with the cold river they were just in. She looks over at the monster. "It must be stressful for you, huh?" asks the dark-elf. "With the village growing and everything, people are always at the river," she says, receiving a nod in return. "Yeah. I feel that," remarks Rorate. "It’s okay," she assures. "It’ll be quiet again soon," promises the woman, not really sure why it would be.


    Her friend looks at her, as silent as ever, and then nods. A moment later, the serpentine creature uncoils itself and tugs on her arm, pointing back at the river. Rorate follows her finger, looking at the hole it points towards, an underground channel.


    "Down there?" asks Rorate. She points at herself. "I can’t hold my breath that long."


    The melusine shakes her head, waving with her hand to signify a gesture of assuredness, perhaps as she had seen people do.


    "You sure…?" asks Rorate. "I don’t really want to drown."


    The monster shakes her head again, rising up and pulling on her arm.


    She’s already gone this far, why not? Rorate looks at the hole the underground river flows into. It’s one way for her; she doesn’t have the strength to swim against it and down there, there isn’t a way back out as far as she knows.


    But her friend likely has her reasons.


    She’s going to have to have some faith in her, just like she had in Isaiah.


    She lets herself get yanked back into the cold water, and the two of them dive down, disappearing into the hole below.


    


    


    


    Icy waters cut at her skin, the rocks of the somewhat tight underground tunnel rubbing against the skin of her shoulders and legs — cutting ever so slightly, as they haven’t been here in this new construction long enough to become naturally smoothed by the water. A few traces of blood leak from her cuts and wash on ahead of herself and past her monster friend, who leads the way.


    Rorate’s head spins from the cold. It’s so much colder down here than it was up atop the island. A sharp pain comes to her lungs from her lack of air, which is much harder to try and sustain in this freezing water.


    A hand grabs her as her vision unfocuses, and pulls her upward.


    The dark-elf gasps for air as they pop into a small bubble of sorts, halfway panicking as she flails, trying to grab on to anything to pull herself out. But the bubble is only a head or so high, with nowhere to go. Her heart thrashes in her chest, her mind yelling at her for going into this stupid idea.


    Her hands distinctively grab onto the only thing that’s here, the serpentine monster that has surfaced with her — perhaps more out of consideration than a need for air herself. The general life advice is that drowning people are dangerous, and this is indeed the case here too, as even Rorate has difficulty overriding her inner fear at a time like this as her natural instincts come to the surface.


    The melusine recoils at being touched, but then stays there anyway, before then slowly exhaling and breathing air against her face, not that she needs to. Rorate looks down at the yellow eyes before herself, feeling the breath press against her skin once, then twice, then a third time, before she understands that she’s meant to mimic.


    The panicking woman starts to slow her breathing herself; her friend nods.


    "S-s-sorry," shivers Rorate after a moment, pulling her hands away, but her friend shakes her head and holds her hands back against her shoulders, which are warm in contrast to the icy water. The monster turns her back to her, gesturing for her to hold on in what is a sure sign of trust for the highly skittish species. Rorate does, happy to oblige and steal some of her warmth for herself, before holding her breath in again as they shoot down below the water, cutting straight through the tunnel.


    Even double-stacked, the melusine as a naturally affine swimmer navigates the tunnel so precisely that she doesn’t get a simple bump more on the way.


    They cut through tunnel after tunnel, rising once or twice more to the surface for air before returning to the icy brinks of the watery veins that run deep through the core of the island, until finally, they exit into a massive, hollowed out cavern.


    Rorate clambers around the serpent with her arms and legs, holding on for dear life, as they dive down one last time.


    The great cavern in the true center of the island is a large, hollow space through which the waters of the island's hundreds of lakes, rivers, and springs flow through or from, one way or another. The water from the tower and everywhere else sources here, and there are hundreds of small tunnels like the very same one that they had come through, leading into all directions off in the distance, in which also a great, hulking, massive shadow swims past the edge of her vision.


    — There’s a monster down here. Something massive, ancient, and secret.


    Her friend shushes her, and then quietly slides onward, over a stone, and then points to the center of the cavern. There, where all the waters and pressures of the island meet, hitting in from all directions with a hundred varying currents, sits a stone upon a stone. Even here in the dark, it glistens and glows below the water. Its body has been shaped by the flow of many currents, carrying with them so many things, both physical and immaterial. The water used to wash away blood, the water used to bless the saved, the water drank and the water expelled, the water of tears shed in joy and in sadness, the waters of the rains, both tainted and pure. Thousands of waters press against the rock in the center of it all, tinged with the magics of Isaiah and the magics of everyone else to ever come in contact with the dew that ran off of blades of grass and into the world below. All of it comes together to make it.


    …The perfect rock.


    The chamber rumbles, their bodies shaking against one another, as something deep off in the distance of the endless water — something akin to a leviathan — moans and shakes the world.


    The two of them look at one another, each gauging the other’s current state and level of ambition.


    There’s something in the water.


    Even within the domain of Isaiah, as its protected and loved children, there are dangers. Not every creature under Isaiah’s dominion is so sensitive and intelligent as to discriminate between threat and kin. Especially in a place like this, so cherished and deep and protected — the core of the island, a place where none ever go or even know of, has been guarded by a forgotten creature, whispered of only by the old, ancient faiths.


    By proceeding, their very lives are at risk for what amounts to a childish game against someone who isn’t even here.


    But it isn’t about the game, not in and of itself.


    The two of them hold both hands, nodding to one another, before Rorate locks herself around her friend as before, so that she doesn’t fall off, as they get ready to shoot off into the great, open expanse of the vast breach, in which there is no shelter, no current, nothing but total, dark emptiness that leads to a single, stupid rock, within the domain of the true beast — Leviathan.


    It’s about proving oneself to oneself, but also to someone who matters. It’s about being alive and doing something stupid just because of that simple fact.


    Faith is important.


    But life is about experiencing more than faith alone.


    A coiled tail propels them off through the water with a burst of speed straight towards their prize.


    Rorate would swear that the water turned yellow that moment, that the space right in front of her eyes turned tulip yellow — so close to herself that she could touch it with her fingers. But that is simply an illusion of scale within the depths. As actually far off ahead of themselves, very far off, a single eye that is so impossibly large awakens — having sensed the disturbance in the waters. It is an eye the size of the tower as a whole, and perhaps a few more, an eye that does not even fit in the concept of a scale she had in her mind for this space they are in, as if it somehow came into existence and made the entire cavern and all of the waters in it so much larger than they were before simply through the act of its opening.


    The two of them move through open water as the ocean rumbles and the titan makes itself known.


    


    


    


    The water drones around them, the imprisoned ocean roaring in her ears, the shaking water quaking their bones as they shoot through the underground. The melusine slips in between the varying underground currents, using their provided momentum to shoot from one stream to the next. The two of them shoot with intense speed, massive, lumbering tentacles the size of grand ships collapsing down behind them in the brackish, blackened water as if the island were collapsing in on itself — These are all the many appendages of the monster, Leviathan.


    As the monstrous eye reveals itself in the enigmatic darkness, Rorate's grip on her melusine friend tightens, not just from the cold but also from the chilling realization of being in the presence of an ancient and massive creature, capable of deciding their fate within this sacred chamber. Rorate's muscles shudder in the reverberating tremors created by the awakened leviathan that presses against them. Questions and fears flash across her mind. Nevertheless, a determined flame sparks within her heart as she decides to stand strong.


    It’s what Isaiah would want.


    Her friend, the melusine, propels them forward with the graceful and forceful movements of her powerful tail. Despite this formidable challenge that looms before them, Rorate finds strength surging through her veins as they approach their prized target—the perfect rock. The texture of ephemeral yellow, like a warm kiss amidst a cold abyss or a glimpse of hope among rising despair, grazes at their vision. The scene unfolds with grandiosity to reveal awe-inspiring underwater vistas where towering stalactites hang perilously above gory daggers rising from below. Massive tendrils sweep across the ceiling, breaking off the sharp rocks.


    They begin to plunge down through the water toward them.


    Adrenaline courses through Rorate as she and her companion slice cleanly through the water towards their quarry. Both metaphorically and physically, grasping onto faith and camaraderie to survive this perilous journey. This moment underscores an essential truth for their existence: life thrives not only through faith but through layers of emotions, experiences shared between friends, and fortitudes formed during times of adversity.


    With hearts aflame and spirits soaring high above the cavernous voids of dead water pressure that they navigate, Rorate and the melusine shoot toward the perfect rock, enveloped by untamed currents crafted by countless narratives imprinted upon these waters throughout time.


    The perfect rock, a treasure at the heart of this tempestuous maelstrom and coveted ardently by our intrepid duo, lies bathed in a luminous aura that seems almost ethereal. It glistens and glows like stardust settling upon the terrestrial plane, illuminated by an otherworldly light that captures the essence of dreams themselves. This geological masterpiece stands unyielding against the tide of time that has shaped it into its current glorious form — utterly symmetrical, impeccably rounded — a testament to millenia spent within the ceaseless labors of nature's sculpting hands. Its surface, polished smooth by the cascades of countless stories borne through these waters, presents a pristine mirror reflecting kaleidoscopic glimpses of emotions imbued through them.


    The colors that dance across its contours possess surreal hues that seem nearly impossible to list or rationalize — a visual symphony of rare shades and transitions that have graciously imprinted themselves on this wondrous gem. As Rorate observes the perfect rock from within Leviathan's tumultuous lair, she imagines holding it in her possession—solid and unbreakable with an inherent whisper of divine creation, she imagines shoving it straight down Beulah’s smug throat.


    Each facet of this sublime artifact tells untold tales from times immemorial: lovers' quiet embraces echoed; fierce warriors' cries immortalized; innocence's laughter preserved; and scholars' introspection memorialized. The perfect rock is not simply an object to be desired but, moreover, is a living testament to the history forever bound to this world and all those who have bestowed their own narratives — both tragic and triumphant —on its body.


    It is like an unhatched egg, left here by the gods themselves during the great aeons of creation.


    Their hands reach out together, both of them grasping for it at the same time, the world rumbling and the water blackening as yellow starlight shines from a furious, giant eye toward them. The water above them shifts as the tentacle above their heads crushes down toward them.


    — The perfect rock emits a white glow, shining with perfect iridescence and filling the void with a blindingly bright aura.


    The entire core-ocean turns vivid white.


    


    


    


    Rorate opens her eyes, gasping for air as she sits upright.


    Her lower body is submerged on the bank of the river, outside, back on the surface of the island. Her torso, now emerged, turns as she examines the scene in confusion.


    "Where…"


    She looks down to her side, seeing the melusine bubbling and looking up out of the water toward her.


    Between them is the perfect rock.


    …Did it have some sort of magical effect that teleported them out of the chamber? What’s going on? Rorate, confused, holds onto the rock together with her friend.


    "WE DID IT!" she yells excitedly, letting go of the rock and plunging down into the water of the river, wrapping her arms around the melusine, which reacts at first with instinctual terror and then, after a moment, accepts her embrace and returns it. The two of them laugh as they hold onto one another while floating in the current.


    They let go and look at each other.


    Then, after a moment, they both come to a realization as they turn their heads to the side. Rorate has two hands on her. The melusine has two hands on her. The perfect-rock, however…


    Rorate screams, letting go as the two of them scramble, diving back into the river to catch the perfect-rock, which has floated away during their excitement.


    Oh well.


    It isn’t what mattered anyway.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    Red stands there on the edge of the forest, holding the island's magical lodestone in her hand that those two idiots stole from the core of the island. It's vital for its stability. The inner channels of water are critical balancing mechanisms to stop the flying island from tilting at an odd angle.


    "Should I tell them?" asks the uthra, turning her head to look at Isaiah, tossing the rock into the air a few inches and catching it with the same hand.


    The entity stands there, watching the laughter and the splashing, and shakes its head. "No, Red," replies Isaiah. "Let them have this." It spreads its wings. "They found what they were looking for."


    "Ugh," replies Red. "You make me sick sometimes, you know?"


    Isaiah holds out a hand to her as it rises into the air. "I would have it no other way," it replies. Red rolls her eyes and takes its hand as help as the two of them rise into the air, before returning the rock to its resting place.

  


  Chapter 129: The Other Side of the Rock


  
    


    
      
        
          	
            *She presses her face against the window from the outside, speaking*


            "Stop! Stop. Just… just take a second and stop… okay? — Don’t you feel it anymore?"


            *There is no fog on the window, where her breath hits as she speaks. I never reply. Every word is hers alone.*


            "The chill on your spine? The raising of the short hairs on your forearms — tingling with cold energy? The dilation of your pupils and the rush of blood that runs through to your wildly beating heart, despite the quiet calmness of your mind? Don’t you feel those sensations anymore? Not even now and then? It used to be every day, remember? Remember? And now you’re telling me you don’t even… that you don’t even feel it anymore at all — ever?"


            *Her palms press against the glass, next to her face as she stares at me*


            "It was a mistake! You made a mistake. That’s okay. It’s okay. We all make mistakes, I understand," soothes the voice. "You can come back. You don’t have to live like this," she explains. "You can be happy again. We can be happy again," she promises.


            I am not surprised that she found me, only how quickly it happened.


            *She purses her lips, looking as if she is about to cry as I lift the shard of glass to my throat*


            "STOP!" she screams, desperately hitting against the window but never reaching me. "I’ll leave! I’ll leave you alone and never come back! Just STOP!" she cries.


            The blade of glass cuts along my throat as I push it in deeply, past the old bite scars. Red gushes out. I’ve healed the vampire’s curse. I’ve regained my humanity. I will not let it be taken from me again.


            I’m never going back.


            The hairs on my arm stand on end as I gargle blood and fall over, my vision fading, only to see an empty window as I fall.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ The last memory of a man who was best friends with an elder vampire for about a week


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Beulah] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Male, Shrine-Master
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Distant Wild-Lands
          
        

      
    


    


    There’s no such thing as honor amongst thieves.


    The man stands there, below the night, having run leagues for days and nights now — though it would be impossible to say that for sure, given the fact that the sun never rises anymore. His eyes wander up towards the sky, towards the pinpricks of greedy light that shine in from above, piercing through the clouds as if they were eyes that would not be denied the sight of the world below — stars.


    The act of thievery has been romanticized and glorified by stories and tales. There is a difference between a ‘thief’ in the term used to describe one who steals and from the actual class, defined by the system, ‘Thief’, which is held in higher esteem. The two often, however, are conflated regularly.


    To be a thief for your primary class is to always be under suspicion, no matter what noble heart or honorable hands lie within that person’s control. Party members in groups will always watch you more closely, and shopkeepers will never give you an easy bargain — if they don’t have you thrown out immediately. This is all despite the fact that most people of the class ‘Thief’ never actually steal from humans or anyone else in the city. It is a prejudice of sorts.


    But this stems from the fact that the class is connected to the term ‘thief’, referring to one who steals from others in an unsavory context.


    This term has become romanticized.


    People still hate thieves, yes. But there are stories crafted about them, tales and fables woven over fire that glorify their misdeeds and that paint them as honorable scourges and dashing rogues — as good people who simply exist outside of society’s generally accepted moral compass. They are painted as the heroes of the poor and the enemies of the rich and established.


    But this is nonsense.


    Thieves steal within their own domains, never outside of them.


    The poor steal from the poor, never from the rich. Why would a man risk life and limb to ambush a noble tax-collector, who is heavily guarded, when he could just ambush the unprotected tax-payer with no method of repercussion instead? The numbers are smaller, but it is safer, easier, and more repeatable.


    A sense of community and solidarity could be assumed to be the barrier to this, no?


    Yet, if a thief had such a thing, he wouldn't be a thief to begin with, thereby losing the point.


    No.


    There is no real honor among thieves. Thieves are those who look after themselves primarily, and then their own, at the expense of their own communities and greater society. It is trade that seeks short-term reward at the expense of long-term stability, always, for the poor that the thief continually steals from eventually collapse under the burden themselves. Shops close for lack of sustainability, families wither for lack of money and security, medicine, food, and other needs fail to be bought and produced, and soon despair begins to grow within places that could have once been different.


    Thieves are the seeders of entropy in a community. They are not romantic, dashing things. Thieves are ugly, cruel, and selfish, and are rightly ousted by those who discover their ways.


    Beulah, the man who was once a thief, stares at the stars that stare down towards him as he stands up high atop a wooden frame — a gate leading into a distant shrine, erected for Isaiah in the far north. Sitting there with him are three other figures, the shrine-maidens who he had, well… for a lack of a better term, stolen from Isaiah.


    They’ve come very far from the south now.


    "Beulah," says a voice, the middle sister, as she points out into the forest ahead of them. Lights move in the distance between the trees.


    "Hunters," remarks the oldest one, her long ears perking up in the cold winds as she listens to them. "Their boots are soft."


    The man rubs his chin, watching the lights. "What are the chances they’re interested in hearing about Isaiah?" he asks, jokingly, looking down at the third shrine-maiden — the youngest, who lowers her head, covering her mouth to suppress her yelp as her older sister tugs on her ear.


    "Sorry~!" she whines, batting her older sibling away. "I won’t do it again!"


    Beulah sighs, looking back ahead to the forest. The hunters are out scrounging about because something has been hunting in the night, breaking into chicken coops and stalls to eat the animals, and causing other problems of such nature with the locals. Foxes are clever creatures, but they are also highly mischievous, and, depending on their personalities, they skew either way.


    Given their ‘inorganic’ origins, they seem stiffly defined in their personalities, which are still developing and becoming much more loose and free as they grow as people. The oldest is the smartest and most responsible, with this trending downward to the middle sibling and then finishing at the youngest, who lacks in both qualities currently.


    The middle sister crosses her arms. "You’ll give Isaiah a bad name if you keep doing this everywhere we go."


    "I said I’m sorry!" remarks the youngest, crossing her arms. "As if you didn’t give Isaiah a bad name when you carved those rude things into the last shrine!" she protests. "I worked so hard on those decorations too!"


    The middle sister turns to look at her younger sibling. "Heeeh?" she asks in a long, drawn out breath, leaning down. "As if those ugly things didn’t offend Isaiah to begin with," she remarks, the two of them devolving into a tussle atop the thin ledge they’re all still atop, until the oldest pulls them both apart by their ears.


    "It’s time for us to keep moving," she says, looking up at Beulah.


    He nods, looking behind himself. This shrine is finished. They can never stay too long in one area. Given his class and theirs however, they are strongest within a shrine and weakest when outside of one, so traveling is always dangerous. But they move fast, and it doesn’t take too long to start construction on a new one elsewhere.


    The youngest one whines, lifting her head. "I’m tired of running around. Can’t we just stay somewhere nice forever?"


    "We could, if you’d stop causing problems!" barks the middle sister, whose ear gets yanked on for her trouble. The two of them are torn apart again by the oldest, who sighs, rises to her feet, and lifts both of them up.


    "Once we’re done," replies Beulah, staring at the stars. "Once I’ve paid back Isaiah for everything and we’re even, then we can find a spot," says the man.


    "Heeeh?" asks the middle sister. "Why can’t we just do that now?" she asks. "It’s not like Isaiah is here," she remarks. "Why should we care?" asks the shrine-maiden, batting away her older sister’s hand, which was starting to twist her ear.


    The lights emerge from the forest, beginning to enlighten the shrine they’re at as the hunters approach, not seeing them yet. Beulah looks down at her, shaking his head. "Because," says the man, looking back toward the distant horizon. "Isaiah gave us something. So we give something back," he explains. "We’re not thieves."


    The man vanishes into the night, followed thereafter by three silhouettes as they all vanish into the forest, dodging the lights of the approaching people.

  


  Chapter 130: Are we there yet?


  
    


    
      
        
          	
            In the dark places of the world, where creatures of the night roam free and terrorize the innocent, there exist the most curious beings known as ‘kobolds’. Kobolds live in the cold, underground regions of the world and are renowned for their fluffy ‘scarves’ of hair, which are harvested to make clothing and other fabrics. Yet, the kobold is far from an ordinary monster. Standing at no more than a man’s waist height, it may seem harmless at first glance, but do not be fooled. This monster is a cunning, malicious creature known to burrow deep within the rock, where it creates intricate underground labyrinths filled to the brim with its brethren. Kobolds are pack animals, and clever ones at that. They are more akin to goblins than any other lower tier monster.


            The kobold's cunning mind is rivaled only by its playfulness. Kobolds are known to sing and dance and to create large spectacles amongst themselves that unwitting adventurers will often wander right into. This playfulness transfers over into their capacity to fight, as they will often employ all manner of schemes and games in their assaults. And though it may be small, the kobold's strength should not be underestimated. Its sharp claws can tear through the flesh of its enemies with ease, and because of its fluffy exterior, it is highly resistant to magic attacks.


            Do not underestimate the humble kobold. In my opinion, it is likely that they as a whole have taken more human lives than goblins of any tribe, if only for the fact that nobody really seems to think about them too much until it is too late.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ Of Kobolds, The small lights in the squeaking darkness


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Deutero] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Male, TRUE HERO
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Caravan, On the Road to the South
          
        

      
    


    


    The rolling wheels of the carriages echo through the lush, rolling hills of the dark valley as the caravan of holy men, led by the hero Deutero, makes its way southward. ‘Led’ in theory, at least.


    In practice, Deutero sits in the first carriage, his sharp eyes taking in the very dull scenery around him. It’s hard to make out much of anything because, well, because of how dark everything always is. His gut feeling is that the world is probably pretty beautiful on a good day, but a good day seems like it is still very far away for now.


    Beside him sits Marjatta, the fairy with skin as delicate as petals and eyes like bright stars — at least according to the church scribe who is chronicling their travels for posterity. He did his best not to laugh at that reading.


    Deutero looks down at Marjatta, who, sensing his gaze, looks back at him.


    "Shut up," she says quietly, knowing instinctively already what he’s thinking about, given the crack on his lips that he can’t hide when he wants to laugh about something, but doesn’t.


    As they travel, the priests, monks, and paladins regale Deutero with tales of the gods and the history of their world. Their voices are hushed, their words filled with reverence and respect for the divine. They speak of how the gods created the world and the creatures that inhabit it, and how they continue to watch over them. He listens intently, his mind filled with images of the deities and their creations as he tries to understand the context here and how this ‘Isaiah’ fits into it all.


    Marjatta, who has lived for far fewer years than he has, adds her own stories to the mix, her voice like the sound of a thousand chimes in comparison to the old scholars and men of the holy-church. She speaks of the time before the humans came, when the world was allegedly ruled by the fey and the creatures of the spirit-world.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Marjatta] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Fairy, Female, Scribe - Assistant to Cardinal Erzael of the West
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Caravan, On the Road to the South
          
        

      
    


    


    She opens the window and flies out, needing some fresh air.


    As the caravan of carriages makes its journey to the southern regions, Marjatta flits around with an eager energy that comes to front as soon as she touches the cool night winds, her tiny wings — a blur of motion. The eager fairy twirls and dances through the air, examining every detail she can see with a child-like wonder. The world is so vast and full of so many things she has never seen before. The green and rolling hills are unlike anything she’s ever imagined, dotted with streams and rivers that glitter in the crooked moonlight. The trees are tall and proud, their leaves rustling in the gentle breeze.


    Marjatta flies from one end of the caravan to the other, her tiny form moving faster than the eye can see. She inspects every carriage, peering in through the windows to see the priests, monks, and paladins within. They’re all always so serious and focused, their eyes downcast in prayer or contemplation. Marjatta is fascinated by their devotion and the religious symbols that adorn their garments, which are so different from the light and carefree nature of the fairies she knows, or… well… knew.


    Not many fairies are left these days. Just her generation and then the next one in a little while. Anywho, church people are always so… glum. That’s why she liked the cardinal. He was nice at least. He was a good friend. Hovering there in the darkness alone, she watches the carriages roll on, leaving her behind as the lights of their lanterns fade away, submerging her in an inky pool that feels exactly like she feels inside.


    She’s happy to be off the mountain, but she misses the cardinal and hasn’t had a chance to say goodbye, really. Not that she ever will, but…


    Marjatta zooms over to their carriage and lands on the roof, peeking in through the window to see him. Deutero is, apparently, deep in thought, his gaze fixed on the passing scenery outside. Marjatta taps on the glass, and Deutero looks up, his eyes brightening when he sees her. She waves, pressing her face against the window, and he laughs.


    She lifts her head, staring out into the darkness. What the hell was that? Why did she just do that?


    The fairy sits there, rubbing her face in vague embarrassment. That doesn’t feel like something she would ever do. Being outside is getting to her. There’s too much… she doesn’t know, just too much. She has too many thoughts and too many wants and ideas and things to see, look at, and think about. She’s sad and mourning, but she’s also excited and giddy, and it’s all just too much, and it’s making life… confusing.


    She’s finding that the longer she hangs around with him, the more and more she’s losing her professionalism.


    The fairy looks toward the horizon, staring at the star that shines in the night — the light of Isaiah. The cardinal…


    — It meant everything to him, the cardinal.


    She stares at it, hovering in the air. It looks so close from here. But they’re still a while’s away from it yet.


    The fairy looks down at the pendant she’s wearing, the magical talisman that allows her to leave the mountain at all. It’s her life. If she loses it, she’ll pretty much die right away, as fairies can’t exist outside of high-magic zones anymore. Her fingers cusp the cool metal of the unique thing, made just for her…


    They’re going to get this done. She’s still not sure about it all, but for the sake of her friend, she’s going to make sure they get this done.


    Marjatta flies back to the carriage, zooming in through a window that opens for her.


    "Get scared by an owl?" laughs Deutero, yawning and leaning to the side against the wall as she lands next to him, crossing her legs and arms, and then flopping with her back against his side.


    "Please," she replies. "I can handle some stupid owls," she says.


    It’s quiet for a while. "Were there even any owls up on the mountain?" asks the man, looking down at her.


    Marjatta leans backward, tilting her head back so that she’s looking at him upside down. "Listen, tough guy," starts the fairy. "You might be the hero, but I’ll knock you on your butt now, just like I did in training, if you get wise with me," she warns.


    "Very scary," remarks Deutero, lifting an eyebrow. The two of them stare at each other in silence. She can see a change come to his face, the corners of his lips cracking as he gets a smile and then hides it immediately — poorly.


    "Do not," she warns, pointing at him, which causes him to fail at his attempt even more.


    "Who~" hoots the man, looking down at her and receiving a tiny, balled fist struck against his leg. He dramatically winces, holding the spot and rubbing it. "Ah… oooh…" he says, moaning theatrically. "That hurt! I think it’s broken, Marjatta," says the man, nodding to his leg.


    "The only thing that’s broken here is your noggin," replies the fairy, sighing and shaking her head.


    He opens an eye, looking at her; the two of them stare at one another again in silence for a moment before he then sharply hisses for air between his teeth, continuing to nurse the leg. "Shut up!" she snaps, elbowing his leg and turning her back to him again. "Idiot. Sheesh," says the fairy, looking away.


    It’s quiet for a time.


    Her eyes twitch, however, and a moment later there’s some fumbling as he messes with something in the carriage.


    "Hey. Marjatta."


    "No," she says, crossing her arms tighter.


    "Marjatta," repeats the man.


    "I’m not interested."


    "Mar~ ja~ ta~."


    "What?!" she barks, turning around to look at him. He has dismounted the small window next to him from its hinge and holds it aloft between them, pressing his face against it like she did before. She snorts, trying to hold down a laugh. She quickly turns around again, feeling him looming down over her.


    "Marjaataaa~" drones the hero, a raspy stream of air cracking in the back of her throat as she holds it down.


    The fairy covers her mouth with both of her hands, hiding her face.


    She’s not even sure why she doesn’t want to laugh. It’s about the principle. She doesn’t want him to make her laugh. This is serious. She’s supposed to be serious. The world is at stake. Her friend put everything into this mission, to get the hero here and to get her here. People died.


    It’s quiet. The carriage rattles down the road.


    Slowly, she turns around, seeing his face right behind her, pressed against the glass pane he’s still holding.


    The fairy breaks, falling onto her back and laughing violently as she sees him, quietly thankful that he’s engaged in the same idiocy that she practiced before because now she looks like less of a fool. That’s the theory, at least, as she rolls around on her back, kicking her legs and pointing at him until she manages to catch some air and finally suppress the laughter.


    The world is ending.


    But she’s never had fun before.


    It’s very unprofessional.

  


  Chapter 131: A converging towards the final direction


  
    


    
      
        
          	
            WATER CHANNELS CLOGGED BY MYSTERIOUS SUBSTANCE


            A strange phenomenon has been causing chaos and disruption for citizens and city officials alike. A series of critical water channels that run throughout the city have been clogged by a mysterious substance, causing blockages and overflow in many areas.


            Local authorities are baffled by the substance, which appears to be a thick and viscous liquid with a black hue. It clings stubbornly to the walls of the channels and is proving to be resistant to all conventional means of removal.


            City engineers have been working tirelessly to identify the cause of the blockages and to clear the channels. However, progress has been slow due to the stubbornness of the substance and the sheer amount of water channels that need to be inspected and cleaned.


            The situation has become particularly dire for the citizens of the poorer districts, who rely on the water channels for their daily needs such as washing and cooking. Many of these citizens have been forced to resort to alternative water sources, which are often contaminated and pose a risk to their health.


            City officials are urging citizens to remain patient as they work to resolve the issue. Meanwhile, investigations into the nature of the mysterious substance are ongoing, with magical researchers and experts from around the nation being called in to assist.


            As of now, the cause of the clogging remains a mystery, however there is a clear lead that is being followed.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ Local news print from the Western Mountain City on a series of clogged water runways that are filled with a strange, oily substance and, oddly enough, mutilated toy sheep


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    There isn’t that much time left.


    It doesn’t matter how far the crusade pushes; it doesn’t matter what Witch Perchta concocts in her latest scheme for revenge; the game is already close to ending.


    Isaiah stands there, staring up towards the heavens, which come ever closer — not the heavens of the physical domain, which are impossible to reach no matter how high the tower grows, but rather the heavens of the spiritual — true heaven, where the gods reside. Once it is there, once the tower reaches the apex of its height at three hundred floors, the clock strikes midnight, and the final core activates, the barrier will be broken and the veil that separates both dominions from one another will be slashed open, letting in the light of the new day that is Isaiah.


    The gods will see what their hubris, their indifference, what it has led to when it arrives at their precipice, crashing open the incorporeal gates of the palaces of kings of old.


    Then, when all has been set right above, so too can the world below begin to heal. All of this nonsense, all of this destruction, carnage and senseless waste of the goodness of life can come to a stop. The people of the tower can live in peace for the rest of their days, as can all of those other kind souls around the world who wish for nothing more than to be free of the tyranny of the wicked and uncaring.


    It will usher in a new age, a golden age that unites the brotherhoods and sisterhoods of all races in this world, guiding them into a future of untold prosperity and growth.


    Nothing is going to stop it.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [New Area Added] ~

          
        


        
          	
            The Whispering Precipice
          
        


        
          	
            Floor 190
          
        


        
          	
            A strange, distant corner of the spirit world, to which no doors have led to for aeons. Now, however, one has appeared.
          
        

      
    


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Aurin, The Meek] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Male, Crusader {Legendary Swordsman}
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Sub-Tower of Isaiah, Floor -10
          
        

      
    


    


    He’s going to put a stop to it.


    Aurin clutches his bleeding chest, the metal of the breastplate torn and mangled, folded against his own body like the edges of ripped paper — the fringes cutting into him as he moves.


    The sword, chipped and marred with grime and blood, shines in the glow of thousands of spells, coming together to form a whole radiance amidst the battlefield. However, it isn’t just that, not in his eyes. The shine of hundreds of spells, bursts of damaging rays and soft auras of healing waves, is proof of the worthiness of the continued existence of life.


    It pushes.


    — He pushes, spit binds his teeth together as he charges forward, towards the challenger, the blade of the dragonslayer leaving trails of vapor behind itself as if it were cutting through water.


    The corrupted seraphim, a creature with thousands of wings and just as many arms, holds its bows — half the number — at the ready and fires another volley of arrows their way. The pinpricks of light originating in its impossibly comprehensible presence forming the pinpricks of stars in the sky for only a brief second before the world around him is full of cutting, sharp things that press past his armor, past his sword, and past his body — Those that go through any of the former, he ignores.


    — Push.


    The blade cuts through the air, through the beast, filling the sky with the fall of feathers, which rain like virgin snow down all around them.


    A wing strikes, clapping against him, sending him hurtling down towards the ground below, where he comes to a graceless crash, tumbling over himself and his sword. Aurin lays there, his raspy breath pushing his chest up off of the ground that his palm presses against, his knee adding pressure to the stones as he tries to pull himself up again.


    Push.


    The world pushes against him, however, and Aurin falls over, panting for breath that doesn’t come to him. The man flops over onto his back, looking down at his body, which has been pierced in too many places to count. Air doesn’t allow itself to be controlled by his functions anymore, floating mockingly around him but never letting him breathe a breath of it.


    Push.


    Aurin wheezes, trying to get up again, as he stares at the glowing entity above him, still in the fight that the others continue without him.


    — But his body doesn’t push, despite his mind’s will for it to do so.


    The man falls back down, unable to resist the weight of the universe. His eyes burn with a heat that, however, fails to transfer from his never-dying soul.


    "Stay your place," says a voice to his side. Aurin turns his gaze, looking at a sister priestess kneeling down over him, her form obscuring his hunter’s gaze on his prey. She holds her hands against his chest.


    "Move," says Aurin, trying to reach his enemy that she is blocking him from seeing.


    The priestess places a hand against him, violently shoving him back down to the stones, before returning to her healing. "Stay your place, brother Aurin," she reprimands, as the magic of her channeled spell washes over his wounded body. "We’ll handle it from here," she says.


    "No," replies Aurin, his eyes narrowing. "I can do more. It’s not necessary."


    "What is not necessary is your death," she remarks, pressing her hands against his wounds, causing a pulse of nausea and pain to move through him. She does so, not within the extent of her mercy, but to present to him his lack of choice in the matter, reprimanding him with the tool of pain as one would do to a beast. "We still have need of you yet."


    The seraphim readies another volley of magical arrows above them.


    "Move!" rasps Aurin, reaching up and grabbing her to push her out of the way.


    His head rings, his vision blurring only enough for him to identify the small fist moving away from his face seconds after striking it.


    "Stay your place," she repeats, shaking out her hand, before returning to her task of healing.


    Thousands of arrows cut through the arena, falling down towards them like meteors from the failing principality of the night sky.


    — Dozens of prismatic, magical barriers appear between them, the arrows shattering against the glass shields which hover in the area, managing to break through some, but not all of them.


    However, those priests who used their own spells to protect them, remained defenseless themselves, many of them cut down in an instant by the volley.


    "This is why we’re here, Brother Aurin," she reminds him.


    A horn blows as the volley ends, signaling the start of the true crusade.


    Hundreds of heavy crashes ring out around the arena as large, wooden crates are set down against the stone floors, the cargo inside having never been removed since the day they left the central-city weeks ago.


    Swords rise up into the air, held back in straight angles, before being pressed into the wood that is filled with their own brothers and sisters, cutting into their flesh. Blood leaks out of the crates, staining the floors — yet no screams ever emerge, not with the first blade and not with the tenth.


    "The gods chose not you alone, though you might be a favored son," she says, taking off his helmet with a firm tug, and then setting it down to the side as she holds her hand over his eyes to continue her healing. "They’ve chosen all of us to be, Brother Aurin."


    The ground shakes beneath his back, his ruptured armor cutting into his torso with its broken flanges as the quake moves him.


    The sons and daughters of the crusade are the sons and daughters of the heavens themselves. They are chosen by the gods to protect the gift of life that they have created, so that all future generations to come might experience the world in the purity that the heavens have designed for it to have. Yet some children are always favored above the rest. While all of them are crusaders in name and many of them are crusaders in heart and body, only a few carry the title in their souls. It is etched into their being, the fires of zeal and heavenly favor.


    And like how a parent who must choose between two children to save one, will make horrific decisions that defy the realms of common logic, so too will the gods intervene to save their most favored children — even from one another.


    Aurin rolls his head to the side, her palm gliding over his face as he looks at a crate nearby, the blood-soaked wood rattling, shaking, as something inside of it moves — as a favored son, brought to the end of life prior to their destiny, is returned to the world by the god who has favored them — a grand-crusader is a manipulation of fate and heaven’s desires. It is a direct way to beseech the gods for mercy and power, for they will always intervene if one tries to take one of their most precious things from them.


    — The wood cracks, the edges of the box splinter as a cascade of auroral light radiates from the inside of the container, the pressure of it building until the wood shatters in a violent burst, sending splinters and blades flying out in all directions as the thing that was inside emerges, no longer man or woman, but something far, far above that base state — a transcendent being, employed by the heavens.


    His arm, held behind the priestess’ back, flops down uselessly, covered in the sharp splinters that had pierced it from the explosion.


    She looks down at it and back at him, sighing, before mindlessly tearing them out with mercy and throwing them to the side.


    "I told you to stay your place," reprimands the priestess, showing no kindness for his aid that came at disobedience against her orders as she roughly returns to her work, as the chamber around them is filled with a glow brighter than any he has ever seen, the very air around them quivering as if electrified.


    The enemy seraphim, its thousands of eyes scanning the situation, takes fresh aim at the new combatants.


    And fails to fire a single shot before one hundred lances of divine glory skewer it from all sides, propelled forward by creatures with wings and armor of gold that are too bright to look at without going blind.


    She covers his eyes again, and his vision goes dark.

  


  Chapter 132: Closer than you think


  
    


    
      
        
          	
            Transporting sensitive magical alchemical ingredients across long distances is a challenging and risky task that requires careful planning and execution. Alchemical ingredients are substances that have been imbued with magical properties through various processes, such as extraction, distillation, transmutation, or synthesis. They can be used for a variety of purposes, such as healing, enhancing, transforming, or destroying.


            However, given this, alchemical ingredients are also highly volatile and reactive. They can degrade over time or lose their potency if exposed to unfavorable conditions, such as heat, light, moisture, or contamination. They can also interact with each other in unpredictable ways, causing explosions, mutations, or anomalies. Therefore, transporting alchemical ingredients requires special containers that can preserve their quality and prevent leakage or mixing. These containers can be made of metal, glass, wood, leather, or other materials that have been enchanted or treated to resist corrosion, breakage, or penetration.


            In addition to securing the cargo, transporting alchemical ingredients also requires protecting it from external threats. Alchemical ingredients are highly sought after by various third parties, such as monsters, criminals, or enemy forces in times of war. These parties may attempt to steal, sabotage, or intercept the cargo for their own gain or agenda. Therefore, transporting alchemical ingredients requires either high risk at the expense of the merchant or a strong and reliable escort that can fend off any attacks or ambushes. The escort can consist of soldiers, guards, mercenaries, or adventurers that have been hired or assigned to the task. The escort must also be trustworthy and loyal, as they may be tempted or bribed to betray their employer or client. Oftentimes, vetted escort services are the primary source of such employees, offering an alternative to dungeon-weary adventurers.


            More troublesome still, transporting alchemical ingredients requires a clear and efficient route that can minimize the travel time and distance. Alchemical ingredients are best delivered as soon as possible, so main roads are preferred and should be followed, although they might incur tolls at the merchant’s expense. But this is the price of safety. The back roads are free but unguarded.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ A Look into the Complicated Branch of Alchemical Logistics, by Miraxi Miracalli


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Gregorian] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Male, Hunter
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Village of Isaiah
          
        

      
    


    


    The night is dark and silent, except for the occasional rustle of leaves or the snap of a twig. Gregorian the hunter moves stealthily through the shadows, his bow and arrow ready for any prey that might cross his path — Mostly rabbits up here on the island. He has been hunting for hours, but he has not found anything worth his while. He is hungry and tired, but the man can only assume that his wife and children at home are even more so. The forest of the island of the Tower of Isaiah is full of dangers very unique to a common man like himself, but also of opportunities of the same nature. He has to be patient and alert, for he is not the only hunter in the dark.


    He stops by a large oak tree and scans the surroundings with his keen eyes. He sees nothing but trees and bushes, illuminated by the faint light of the stars. Gregorian listens carefully, but he hears nothing but his own breathing and a quietly striking heartbeat. He feels a slight breeze on his face, but he smells nothing but the mulchy scent of the forest. He wonders if he should move on, or wait for a while longer. He decides to wait, hoping that his luck will change.


    The aging man leans against the tree and closes his eyes for a moment, letting his senses take over as he listens to the world.


    He is about to resume his hunt when he feels a sudden tremor beneath his feet. He freezes, startled, and confused. He looks around, wondering what is happening. The trees sway and the leaves fall as if a strong wind were blowing. He hears a low rumble, like thunder, coming from the ground. He smells a faint odor of smoke, like fire, rising from the dirt. A wave of panic washes over him.


    Something is wrong.


    "The hell?" mutters the man, holding onto a tree as something lurches beneath him.


    Something is terribly wrong.


    He grabs his bow and arrow and dashes through the forest, dodging the branches that fall from the sky as he heads back towards the village with empty hands. He runs as fast as he can, feeling the quivering ground shake more and more, as if it is about to split open. The rumble grows louder and louder, roaring as if it were about to explode.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Sister Faloe] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Dark-Elf, Female, Warrior Priestess
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Sub-Tower of Isaiah, Floor -01
          
        

      
    


    


    She strides forward with a steady pace, keeping in line with the countless others who share her cause and her fate. She is one of the chosen, one of the brave, and one of the faithful. She has sworn to serve the gods and their church, to fight against the principalities of darkness and sin, and ultimately to cleanse the world of the abomination that dwells in the dark reaches of the world, such as in this very tower. This is her sacred mission.


    Faloe feels the cold metal of her light armor bite through her robes beneath the small plates, the leather straps and buckles that hold it together creaking. In this moment, as they get ready to breach the precipice, she feels the icon that hangs from her neck, the symbol of her salvation and her hope, and she feels the hilt of her ritual dagger on her belt — a blade that has never cut flesh. She feels the buckler on her arm, the protection that has saved her life and will save it again. And most of all, she feels the heavy burden of her solemn duty, the responsibility that has been entrusted to her and her kin of the faith here, which they intend to fulfill with conviction.


    — To summarize, it is the foulness of the tower itself, present all around them at all times. It’s all encompassing.


    As is fitting to the sights of horror present here, as evidenced by the darkness that engulfs the tower and the land, the shadows that hide in ambush, the gloom that oppresses and depresses. The horrors of the tower, the traps and the puzzles, the riddles and the secrets, the challenges and the tests, the horrors of the enemy, the monsters and the demons, the beasts and the abominations and the nightmares, the horrors of Isaiah, the master of the tower, all act as evidence that they have taken too long to act. The crusade should have marched months ago, in order to stamp out the befoulment of this malignancy.


    Faloe marches on in a bitter and desperate mood.


    The priestess recites the psalms of the crusade in her mind, trying to drown out the noise and the fear.


    But then, something catches her eye. A glimmer of light, a flash of color, a hint of movement. Something that seems to call out to her, to beckon her, to tempt her.


    Confused, she turns her head slightly, trying to see what it is. She breaks formation, slowing down and moving away from the others.


    The wandering priestess reaches a corner, where a narrow passage leads away from the main stairway. The light comes from there, shining softly and warmly. She hears a sound, a melody, and a voice — something that soothes and invites. She hesitates for a moment, torn between duty and curiosity. She looks back at the others, who are still marching on without noticing her absence. She looks forward at the passage, where the light and the sound await her discovery.


    She makes up her mind.


    She steps into the passage.


    She follows the light.


    "Brothers? Sisters?" asks the priestess, looking around in confusion.


    — Something grabs her legs, and something else grabs her mouth, muffling it.


    "GOT ONE!" says a red light. "Let’s go!" it barks, as colorful lights fill her vision as she fights against the powers that have taken hold of her as the ground around them begins to violently shake, stones falling down from the tower’s ceiling. "- The hell!?"


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    Isaiah flies in the air, looking down at the island, unto which has come a great disturbance. The crusade is about to breach the sub-tower and enter into the real tower, yet this is not the problem.


    The land below the island has changed, and it continues to do so.


    Covered until now in the crushing weight of nightfall, the grasslands, flooded with waters from the ocean and the rain, have become morose and swampy. However, they have always retained a tinge of their expected natural colors, given the circumstances. But now, something streaks through the land. Long, tendril stripes of an oil-like substance flow from the dead ruins of the southern city, snaking towards the island through the many channels of water.


    The land all around the territory of the southern edge of the continent begins to bubble, the world itself shaking, knocking over those few trees and places that have managed to stay upright so long, causing them to fall into the bracky waters as everything from the dead city to the west, to the old forest to the east, the ocean to the south and the hilly region to the north all begin to liquify, sinking into a rising tide of blackwater.


    And from the ooze, long, streaking tendrils have whipped themselves out of the morass with the thickness of ancient tree trunks, lashing upwards and grabbing hold of the island's edge as if a kraken were beneath it, intent on pulling the entire construct down into the ooze.

  


  Chapter 133: Final Autumn


  
    


    
      
        
          	
            What is the purpose of faith, exactly?


            Did it help me when the world shook beneath my feet, the great quake tearing apart the house that I have lived in, that my father had lived in, that his father had lived in, and turning it to rubble?


            Did it help me when the wars came and went, sweeping across the landscape like a tide, that caused the wetness to come, being drawn free from flesh rather than being inherent in and of itself?


            Did faith help me when I cradled my boy in my arms, enough air leaving my lungs for the both of ours, yet his not receiving any. When I stood over my wife, a bed of soil separating us in body and an impenetrable veil separating us in spirit?


            In all of these moments, what good did my faith do me?


            Did it stop them from happening?


            No.


            Did it lessen the pain and dampen my screams?


            No.


            But what faith does do is give me the knowledge that I have been left, yes, but I have not been left behind.


            I have lost my heart of flesh, yet my spirit beats in its place.


            I continue to live with compassion, with grace and kindness, so that when I leave this vessel and return to that which I truly am — a soul — I will be able to look my kin, with whom I will have reunited, in their eyes and know that they know what kind of a man I truly was, as proven by my goodness not within their presence but also by my continued goodness after they had left.


            So that we may then, together, return to the world anew in new flesh and spirit, to try again to achieve whatever it is that the gods desire of us.


            I keep the faith.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~Words of a man, tending to the abandoned graves around his family’s graves.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    The world shakes, the sky shakes, and the bodies of the men and women on the island shake as black, lashing tendrils the size of ancient yew trees of bygone days strike against the landmass. They sprout out of the black ocean, bubbling to the surface beneath the flying island in abundance, like sharply rising tsunamis during the end of days, crashing and breaking against the rocks that dangle down above them.


    Isaiah’s wings beat loudly as it looks at the malignant contortion that comes to form down below itself, a face forming in the waters that has no resemblance to humanity, to womanhood, or to its prior owner — instead, it is the face of a monster, with a maw of black sap formed of the poison water and hollow craters for eyes that stare up, not toward the island, but instead toward it.


    "…Witch Perchta…" mutters Isaiah beneath its breath in horrified realization. It has seen many things in its time, but never anything like this. The land from here to as far off as the distant horizon is sunken and morass, bubbling with fetid rot, churning as the south of the world sinks — having become far too heavy and unstable to remain above sea-level, having become flooded from the ocean below the island because of Isaiah’s doing and from the damage now caused by Witch Perchta. "WHAT HAVE YOU DONE?!" yells the being, pointing down at the malignancy festering on the skin of the world with a golden talon, its eyes of the same hue filled with a terror not because of the threat she poses, but because of the look in her eyes.


    The air fills with a black smoke that rises from the tar, a miasma rising up from below.


    A scream fills the air, overpowering the thousands of screams stemming from the island below, which has begun to quake. The air shakes, Isaiah’s bones reverberating along with the white stones of the grand tower that rumble in its presence as the monster below screams.


    "YOU DID THIS TO ME!" howls the thing that the witch has become, several of the tendrils ripping off rocks, pulling them down into the ocean, tearing off pieces of the island’s edges, hammering at it from all sides.


    


    
      
        
          	
            - [NEW AREA ADDED!] -

          
        


        
          	
            Floor 199 - THE TORRENTIAL PRECIPICE 
          
        


        
          	
            The edge of the gate of the spirit world. Violent, cascading energies fill the air here.
          
        

      
    


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [The Humming Man] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Male, Chronomancer
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Island
          
        

      
    


    


    And a one and a two and a one-two-three-four!


    The humming man jumps off of the edge of the island, his feet hanging over full nothingness, the wind gracing his presence for only a brief instant as he begins to fall.


    — And then promptly comes to a sudden stop, landing straight on the back of the great, white wyrm that has taken to the air.


    He holds his arms out to the sides, lowering himself into a bow as the serpent rises up from the sides of the stone cavern faces it has been resting in, flying into the sky as a white streak, as if it were the only bright cloud in the dark, gloomy world.


    It’s about that time.


    This has been a very long job. Sometimes they’re like this. Sometimes they’re not. Sometimes they’re their own thing, and sometimes the thing that they are is another thing, but actually it comes back around to be its own thing.


    He hums, spinning around on the back of the flying wyrm for a time, as he hops and jumps jovially over its massive scales as it winds through the air, until he comes to a stop and spins, dropping down onto all fours to hold his hands on the edge of a large, white, prismatic scale that has come loose with age.


    Holding his tongue between his lips, he gives it a firm tug, shifting it a few inches to the side, and then nods, holding his hat firm against the winds as he rises to his feet, looking down at the very, very, very distant world below them.


    "And a one and a two and -"


    The humming man jumps off of the wyrm, free-falling straight down towards the black, dead ocean beneath the island. He turns around, laying on his back, and extends an arm out to the side.


    "- a three and a four!" He grips his hand closed.


    A very confused white-feathered harpy squeaks and squawks as his hand grabs hold of its leg, causing it to lose height for a brief second and fall away from its flock, which is circling the tower in alarm. She looks around, not seeing him, and — perhaps attributing her disruption to some odd turbulence — returns to their trajectory, heading straight towards the tower.


    Waiting a moment longer, he drops down, flying toward it, toward…


    — He thinks for a second.


    Toward floor one hundred and fifty-nine, to be precise.


    The humming man latches on to an ornamental gargoyle on the tower’s exterior, climbing into a comfortable position up in the lofty heights.


    This was a very long job. But it won’t be much longer now.


    He lifts his hands to his face, making a frame with his fingers to look at the flying entity above him, hovering in the air. Isaiah. It’s the reason he’s here to begin with. His customer took a very strong interest in this development, but that’s a redundant statement. Obviously, if anyone hires him, they’re interested in the outcome of said situation. It’s not that he’s ridiculously pricey or anything; after all, he has all the time in the world.


    It’s just that he’s booked full most of the time.


    After all, there’s only ever one humming man, and every day has eighty-six thousand four hundred seconds — give or take — and each of these seconds has millions and millions of variables and factors in it, and there are just as many interested people who want some of these changed to suit their own desires.


    He’s booked in advance for aeons.


    Picking off a piece of rock from the body of the tower, he flicks it off into the air.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Red] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Uthra, Female, Worker {7}
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Tower of Isaiah
          
        

      
    


    


    "COME ON!" yells Red, shooting up through the sky as the head of a trailing formation of comets that cut through the night as she and the other uthra launch toward Isaiah. "CHIEF!" yells the uthra, crashing into Isaiah’s arm as she reaches it.


    "Red," says Isaiah. "Move everyone from the village into the tower," it instructs.


    "FUCK THEM!" screams Red, her voice very unusual in its tone. Isaiah turns to look at her and then down at what she’s holding, pressing against it. "Something’s fucking wrong with Crystal!" yells the uthra, shoving him toward it.


    Isaiah’s eyes open wide. "What happened?" it asks, its voice taking on an unusual unsteadiness as it looks at Crystal.


    "We were just in the tower grabbing some asshole from the crusade, and he dropped!" Red grabs Isaiah as it holds Crystal, looking down at the still uthra in shocked confusion and watching for his chest to move but it never does. "FUCKING DO SOMETHING!" screams Red at Isaiah, her broken fingernails clawing into its alabaster skin, drawing blood. The others around her, Magenta and Beige, pull her back. "HELP HIM!"


    Isaiah’s free hand is already over the uthra’s chest; a glowing, warm light releasing from its palm and pressing against Crystal’s body, washing over it and falling down toward the world below like dripping water.


    Red pants, finally breathing for what seems like the first time in hours as she watches Isaiah heal Crystal. It’s going to be fine. It’s going to be okay. Crystal will be fine. Isaiah can do it. It’s just some weird shit. A little magic, and he’ll be back on his feet again. She has faith.


    The uthra leans over, sweat and tears running down her face and mixing together to hide the shame of her crying as she gasps for air, her vision shaking.


    This is her home; this is their home. After everything that happened during their years at the Emerald and everything that happened after that, this is the place they finally got to fix things and where she finally got to fix things. Those goddamned humans, they couldn’t just leave it alone. They can never leave it alone. She just wants to have a goddamn home for once.


    She hates them so much.


    Red grits her teeth, a sharp whistling moving through them as she tries to catch her breath through their tight clenching. She can’t stand them. It doesn’t matter what life she lives; humans always come and they take it from her. She hates them. She wishes they’d all just die.


    Red looks back up at Isaiah, who has become double in her vision and then double again, before doubling again, and so on, until the air is full of nothing but a grand delirium of ten-thousand wings and eyes, blurred by water.


    "It’s going to be okay, right?" asks Red, hunched over.


    Isaiah looks back at her.


    And the last thing that Red sees is a long, thin string of a thousand shades of crimson cutting through the air, cutting through her and the tower and Isaiah and everything else all around them, tying them to the spirit-world, indifferent to the white marble arms that shoot out to grab her as she falls from the sky, together with many other shades of color — like the petals of a tree come the end of autumn, having no choice but to finally fall from where they hung for so long despite their best efforts to cling on.


    Without any more spectacle, ceremony, or farewell than that, as is so often the case in life, Red and many of the Uthra who had been touched by the spirit world through Witch Spillaholle’s curse die.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [???] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Female, Monk
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Island
          
        

      
    


    


    — A rock hits her on the head, having fallen from high up on the tower.


    The monk winces, surprised, rubbing the sore spot and then looking up just in time to see a blur falling her way. She jumps to her feet, catching Orange, and the two of them tumble over the ground from the sudden impact, before coming to a rest.


    "H-hey," says Orange weakly, opening an eye to look at her.


    "What’s wrong?!" asks the monk, looking at her in worry and then looking around the area to see if anyone is around to help. The uthra is missing most of her color, the bright orange hue having faded to that of a sickly yellow. "Are you okay?!"


    "No," replies Orange, shaking her head. Her wings have entirely vanished. "I had fun," says the uthra.


    "What?" asks the monk, looking her over for any injuries.


    Orange looks up at her. "I had… Fff-"


    — She stops.


    "HEY!" yells the woman, having no idea what’s happening. She shakes the uthra before yelling for help and jumping to her feet, carrying her friend in her arms.


    The monk takes another three steps before she falls over, her heart exploding in her chest, the two of them falling onto one another next to the water.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Rorate] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Dark-Elf, Female, Fighter + Field Medic
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Tower of Isaiah
          
        

      
    


    


    "Scion?!" yells Rorate, worried.


    "I think it was too strong…" mumbles the elf, leaning back on a large pile of cushions. The air of the house atop the tower that they’re sharing is full of fragrant, herbal smoke. There’s an empty flask of mushroom-brew next to the elf. The two of them had been exploring the substance together, trying to identify further potency developments.


    Scion starts giggling uncontrollably, flopping over on the cushions and pointing at her with a limp arm, the rest of her body pressing down onto the stones as if gravity were somehow affecting her and her alone more than everyone else right this instant.


    "You look weird!" laughs the elf.


    Rorate sighs, shaking her head. The effect of the brew comes in waves. Scion is probably at the peak of one right now. It’ll be about half an hour before she comes down enough from the effects to be able to effectively communicate.


    The dark-elf priestess smiles, grabbing the blankets and pillows around her giggling friend to make sure she’s comfortable until then. The mushrooms have a way of talking to one, as strange as that sounds. They offer a lot of interesting insight, if one learns to listen to what they have to say. She’s collected entire journals and notebooks full of gospels and teachings relating to Isaiah and the ways of the tower.


    Rorate sits down on a cushion, petting Scion’s head as she leans back, feeling a bit wobbly on her own feet. She must have somehow gotten some of the brew too, even if it’s Scion’s turn. This happens sometimes.


    The dark-elf leans back, waiting to see what revelation is to come.


    — A knife pierces her heart, and she lurches, clutching the spot on her chest where there is nothing to feel at all, and falls over to the ground, next to Scion, who has stopped giggling too.

  


  Chapter 134: True Midnight


  
    


    
      
        
          	
            "I don’t think you understand the scale of what is happening here.


            My life, your life, the lives of everyone you know and everyone they knew — they're all just a glimmer of candlelight in an ocean of flames. The heroes of grand and old ages, the devils of reigns of terror now past — all of them mean nothing, as they are nothing more than crumbles of sand in the grand desert of existence.


            You try to find the gods from where you exist, but all around you is nothing but sand — to your left, to your right — desolation. Above is nothing but emptiness; below is nothing but more sand, having been ground there by the churning of generations. Those grains had their chance to see the sun, and now you too will be churned down to rest below the surface with them, and new dust will come to take your place.


            And of them, all of them, no matter how grand or small, will be ground bare and fine in the true emptiness that is existence.


            It’s not that the gods aren’t here. They are. It’s not even that they’re ignoring us. They aren’t.


            It’s just that they’re not even aware that we exist. We’re less than sand beneath their feet.


            That’s how small and insignificant we are.


            — And that is why I can do whatever I want."

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ Monologue of a rogue priest turned to an enemy of the state 


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    ‘Coalescence’ is the concept referred to when many things come together to form a whole. It is when two droplets of water merge to become one larger, heavier droplet. The final product remains a droplet, as two is not enough to surpass the arbitrary limits as to when a droplet becomes a flow, a puddle, a lake, a river, and so on. Important in this context is that the final product remains the same as its components.


    Two droplets. One droplet.


    This is not to be confused with the familiar word of ‘emergence’ — that is when something made up out of many smaller pieces gains capabilities and aspects not attributable to its individual parts. The body is made up out of water, out of sinew and meat, all of which are dumb, simple things — yet together, somehow, they create a functioning machine that is, indeed, greater than the sum of its parts. The water that had come together to form a big droplet combined with many other things to allow something new to emerge that seems most impossible from a rational point of view.


    Life.


    Life is a strange concept, coming into play only through the power of the emergent properties of the materials of the world — yet what force sets these into motion? What force tells the droplets of water to combine into one larger droplet, which then combines into another larger droplet, and so on until an ocean is formed, and in this ocean thrives life abundant, which then in turn works with the world’s natural cycles to allow life on land. What power is there that tells the wind to blow, the sun to shine, and for feathers to fall from the sky, drifting slowly towards the world below?


    For simple men, it cannot be said. For men of faith, it is because it is the will of the gods. For men of leisure, it is unimportant, as all that matters is to live life — to understand it is pointless, for the knowledge cannot be used anyway in any sensible manner.


    Spring, summer, autumn, and winter come together to make the fullness of a year.


    And the events of the things that happen within that year, from a personal perspective, determine whether this year was fruitful or not.


    Time doesn’t really seem to move all that much right now, however.


    Isaiah finds itself shooting through the air, its limited hands trying to reach as many of its precious children as it can, but it has far more cherished souls than it has the ability to grasp as they fall. It has far too few eyes to cast its vision all around the sky and the tower that cuts through it as suddenly, something changes in the world, for reasons it doesn’t understand in the least.


    There’s a screeching in the air, and it can’t tell from where exactly it stems, whether from its sharp feathers that cut the wind or its own voice, which has never had to take such a tone before, or from the foulness that encroaches on the sanctity of its island from below, is impossible to say. However, it hangs in the air, never seeming to fade from its ears nonetheless, as time simply stays frozen, its heart striking so violently in its breast that its ribs feel as if they are about to break.


    What is this?


    A striking bell cuts through the air as time seems to return to its normal state. The grand bell of the tower crying out aloud, the heavy metal gong striking and ringing out the hour of true midnight with not a single soul there to man it. Rather, it is the wind itself, moving it with such impossible intensity, given the otherworldly weight of the gargantuan construction, sending out a resounding cry that reverberates around the world, the monster below screaming in rage as its evil repelling nature pushes against her — but not being enough to drive her away as it had once done before.


    Isaiah crashes against the very-big-tree violently breaking through many of the branches, catching Red, some of the other uthra who remain unharmed, catching Crystal and the others.


    It holds its quiet child for a moment, looking at her and trying to understand the wickedness that has befallen her, but being unable to do so.


    The bell tolls, the violent winds howling to signal the end of days that has come, as thousands of boots crack like thunder, as they march up through the exit of the sub-tower, cracking, crashing, hammering strikes breaking apart the island, causing mountain sized rocks to fall into the black ocean, resulting in violently churning waves the likes of which have never been seen by the most experienced seamen of any age, present or forgotten.


    Isaiah rests the uthra against the base of the broken tree, which has become bare and free of leaves that have all been torn off in the howling gales that scream and mourn at the loss of autumn, carrying with them a bare, cold, witches’ tinge.


    The light of the moon and the pin-prick eyes of ten-thousand stars and then ten-thousand more gleam through the heavy clouds from above as if to observe the spectacle of life — the coalescence of their lights coming together to form a moonglow that radiates brightly in the sheen, lustrous metal of a sword that rests against the dying foliage.


    Isaiah sets its hand onto the weapon, its taloned grip resting around its hilt as it looks around itself at the anarchy unfolding all around. The remaining uthra shoot around as fast as they can, trying to help with whatever they can manage to do. The people of the village scream, the last of them running into the tower to hide from the grand crusade, befouled, which marches up the staircase and finally sets foot on the island — their armor marred and dripping with blackness, avatars of great light standing amongst beasts and demons, as if unaware that they were nested within the bosom of their foe. And the witch…


    …The witch…


    The blade pulls free from the dirt.


    This is its own fault.


    If it had killed her back when it had the chance, so much suffering would have been avoided. This entire thing is unnecessary. If it had plunged this sword through her heart instead of being a naive idiot, hopeful for the goodness in every heart, the world would have long since been at peace.


    There are some souls who cannot be saved.


    A great, white, elongated beast, the wyrm, wraps itself around the tower like a coiling snake, its roar shaking the world as it rages at the encroaching crusade, led by men such as the great dragonslayer of old.


    Enough.


    Isaiah’s wings open wide as it rises into the air, turning to look at its many foes, who have come to destroy and take everything it has — snakes. Its eyes go wide, the golden radiance flickering like clashing lightning as it raises its blade into the sky, its body plummeting down towards the island below.


    It has had enough.


    Life is supposed to be good.


    — The bell tolls one last time, as everything sets into motion at once. Wild energies cascading freely from the sword and the tower at the same time, cutting through the air together against one another like the closing blades of scissors, ripping through the threads of heaven and fate.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [NEW AREA ADDED!] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Floor 200 - THE FINAL GATEWAY
          
        


        
          	
            The entrance to the spirit-world.
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Isaiah) HAS ACTIVATED: [FINAL CORE]
          
        

      
    


    


    The wyrm lunges down towards the crusaders, who press forward toward it. Perchta, the foul mass that she is, pulls down the island, clambering up its edge and clawing towards the tower that is now at a full lean, the stones crumbling and cracking.


    The air shifts and wobbles, reality’s seams ripping at all ends and edges, as teeth and blades clash all around the island.


    Isaiah swings its sword, an arc of light cutting through a tendril of blackwater that swipes out towards it, another hand grabbing its body as a whole and trying to crush it.


    The entity presses its energy outward, a burst of radiance dispersing the water off into all directions, the storm never-ending.


    — Pieces of the tower crack and crumble, massive segments of it fall free through the air and down towards the ground below.


    "I’LL TAKE EVERYTHING FROM YOU!" roars the blackwater monstrosity, its face the size of a hundred houses.


    Isaiah lands on a free-floating piece of rock, looking at the beast that she has become.


    "You would still have nothing, Perchta," replies Isaiah, narrowing its eyes and readying the sword.


    She screams, endless teeth and claws made of poison lashing forward to strike at it.


    The island begins to shake as they fight, the tower starting to collapse, the wyrm and the great crusade locked in a fight over the entrance to the next section of the dungeon, as all around the world, prayers amass by the millions, begging for this anarchy to finally come to an end — one way or another.


    Isaiah shoots through the air, the wings of a blackbird reflecting off of the bronze metal of a massive bell that tumbles down through the air in a violent free fall as it falls out of the tower and craters into the breaking world below.


    The spirit-world and the physical world begin to intertwine in wildly unnatural ways, with the flash of godless white heralding the break of winter.

  


  Chapter 135: The first strike of the bell


  
    


    
      
        
          	
            The ‘seal’, when referring to a metaphysical concept, is the locking mechanism that separates the physical from the spiritual. It is held to be commonly reasonable that every living entity has a seal of some sort present within itself, acting as a filtering mechanism to let in a specific amount of spiritual power.


            Imagine it as a floodgate.


            On one side, held back, is an endless torrent of water — this is the spirit world. On the other side of the gate is a dry, arid wasteland— this is the physical.


            If the seal were not present, these two spaces would merge and become indistinguishable. It is the job of the seal to cleanly separate these from one another, allowing only a very specific amount of energy to flow from one domain to the other. This is critical, for the amount of SOUL-POINTS a person has access to is directly linked to the ‘looseness’ of their seal. The looser the seal, the stronger the connection to the spirit-world, the more SOUL-POINTS a person has. However, there is a problem with this mechanism, being that exposure to the spirit-world can cause a variety of physical issues as well as problems of the mind.


            This is why uniquely gifted people, such as heroes or particularly versed spiritual practitioners, have a tendency to become raving esotericists, preaching of things far removed from grounded reality. It’s not that they’re mad; it’s that they are tinged with the touch of the spirit-world far more than the rest of us are, and that makes them see and work on a level that we just don’t understand.


            As long as this seal remains intact in some form, however, even this increased amount of spiritual energy is sustainable by the body for a time.


            It is, however, an extreme danger when a seal, be it on a personal or ecological level, is broken.


            To fully touch the spirit-world even once, is to die. There is no way back.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ Of the spirit-world, seals and madmen


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    The howl of the indeterminate destruction fills the air, white feathers cutting like blades as they spin and twist as a flurry shoots through enclosing tunnels of poison water, diving and shooting past falling marble bricks — the size of houses — that plunge towards the depths as if it were but a fish fighting against a tsunami.


    The remnants of the world below fly by in all directions, the destroyed dirt and stones of the island first soaring above Isaiah and then below it as its perspective shifts, twisting to turn the world upside down as it makes a sharp turn, avoiding a lashing tendril of blackwater filled with thousands of glaring eyes that bubble to the surface, turning its way just in time to watch the golden hue of the sword cut them in two with a single slice, to watch the other tendril rise up behind its soaring blackbird wings and lash down toward an unexposed back.


    Isaiah spins, the sword flying up into the air, as two taloned hands covered in radiating, glowing holy magic extend themselves outward, holding onto the foul appendage, its wings spreading out wide and far with a violent clap that sends out a gale of wind, pressing away the encroaching nightmare back into the endless darkness that forms a bubble around them, trapping it inside a bubble of floating eyes and dead souls.


    — Propelled by gravity, the flung sword flies back downward again by itself, cutting through the top of the blackwater cage with its keen edge. Isaiah blasts the witch back with a burst of glowing magic, catching the weapon and slicing the tendril apart in one stroke, sending a violent splash of water hurtling off into the distance, only for it to reform again as if nothing happened.


    "There’s nothing you can do to me," mocks the witch, her voice rising up to the surface, bubbling from the depths of the endless mockery of life that she has become.


    A single white feather, plucked free from the encounter, drifts down through the air and is caught by the water, disintegrating immediately and releasing as hissing, black smoke. "Look. Look!" she cackles excitedly, her shrill, sharp voice cutting through the night. "Nice home you have here," says the witch. "I’ll make you feel exactly what you made me feel!" screams Perchta. "You stole my home! My friends! Everything!"


    The island crumbles, falling apart piece by piece, sinking lower and lower to the lightless ocean below. The tower, at full tilt, cracks and rips in great seams, as the wyrm and the crusade lash out at one another, engaged in a full on skirmish for control of the failing island.


    "You stole those from yourself, witch," replies Isaiah, tilting the sword at an angle to prepare for its next strike.


    "There’s not going to be anything left for you," she says. "I’m going to kill everyone you care about," threatens the monster, its thousands of eyes growing wide and bulging. "I’m going to destroy everything you’ve ever made! There’ll be nothing left!" she roars, the ocean churning.


    Isaiah flaps its wings, leaning forward. "The things that matter to me lie between heaven and the world, Perchta. Not on it." The sword gleams in the night. "A loveless monster like yourself — you would never understand."


    Black and white, both enraged, crash toward one another, as a winding clockwork tower leans at an impossible angle behind them. Houses fall free from the island, which is close to full tilt now, but they don’t plummet; rather, they hang suspended in air from the streams of violent magic hammering the world below, crashing against the ocean as the tower’s presence and innate desire to stay whole and afloat create a magical conflict. The ticking of the clock that will end the world in one way or another resounds out around the world, each strike of the pendulum annulling the last second before, which had threatened to end everything.


    Color cuts colorlessness, and colorlessness cuts color, like the stars and the curtain of night behind them dancing in battle, vying for dominance over the preciousness of nightfall. A flicker of movement catches Isaiah’s eyes. Men and women fall by the hundreds, the crusaders flying off of the island and plummeting towards the waters below, filled with churning, gnashing maws, and the hands of the wicked dead, trying to claw the thing down into their presence.


    It clasps its hands together, focusing for a moment.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Isaiah) has used: [Chronal Absolution]
          
        

      
    


    


    A pulse shoots out of itself in all directions, the tinge of the air itself changing as everything comes to a slow halt. It swipes a hand out quickly, rearranging the construction of the island in some fashion. Rubble and bricks float by the heaps, crudely forming new floating platforms that fill the empty air, allowing the crusaders to drop onto them rather than falling to their deaths — the great wyrm winding around the hundreds of platforms.


    — In its moment of distraction, a tendril crashes against Isaiah, sending it violently crashing into the body of the tower, with dust and debris flying out in all directions, the sword spiraling through the air.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Aurin, The Meek] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Male, Crusader {Legendary Swordsman}
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Destroyed Island
          
        

      
    


    


    Aurin crashes down against the stones, tumbling over himself before coming to a stop on his knee. The man lifts his gaze, staring up at the beast above his head. The great wyrm of old — befouled and corrupted by the endless rot of the monster that is Isaiah, and it stares back at him, golden chains shooting up towards the leviathan from all angles, cast by the others of the crusade who are trying to contain it but bounce off of it helplessly.


    — A glint of metal catches his eyes. Aurin lifts his head in that second, watching a gleam of silver fly through the time-distorted air, leaving a warped trail behind itself.


    Then, a second later, an alabaster meteor shoots out of the ruins, catching the blade and launching itself straight toward the…


    - Aurin grips his head, an ache shooting through it; spit leaves his clenched teeth as his vision warps and distorts, the colors and tones of everything he sees shifting and changing.


    "THIS ONE!" yells a voice from behind him.


    Aurin turns around, looking just in time to see two flying lights grab his arms in his moment of weakness, a hooved creature dropping down behind him, planting her hands on his broken and scarred breastplate.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Seide) has used: [{Dryad} Spring Recovery]
          
        

      
    


    


    The man screams, ripping his arms free as the light of the enemy envelops him, throwing the two glowing presences away and immediately rebuking the threat before himself with a fist that cracks against the side of her head, sending her spiraling off of the small platform.


    — Something’s wrong.


    Aurin holds his head, the magics working their way through his body, the magics of the tower, of the witch, and of the dryad — all competing to establish presence in the limited domain of his soul, all of them clashing and breaking against one another like mulching shards of glass, trying to grind the other presences down, indifferent to the damage being done to their surroundings. His eyes can't follow the million dancing shadows all around him fast enough to separate them from the blinding light that fills the world as thousands of bodies of the crusade move in slow motion all around him.

  


  Chapter 136: Triple threat


  
    


    
      
        
          	
            Death laughs at us.


            Just look at this mess. Open your goddamned window and look at it. Look at the shambling wrecks that call themselves people, dragging their living carcasses down the streets. Look at the dead houses and the dead cities we’ve made. Look at the dead eyes and the cold hearts you’re surrounded by. Look at yourself in the mirror and see the dead person that you’ve created.


            Why the hell is anyone afraid of death?


            He’s laughing and taking our souls, because when he does take us from life, he gets to watch our expressions change as we realize the trick that’s been played on all of us.


            You’re already living in the world of the dead, and the only escape from it is to die.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ Manifesto of a poison magic using mass murderer


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Aurin, The Meek] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Male, Crusader {Legendary Swordsman}
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Destroyed Island
          
        

      
    


    


    The world is such a precious, ephemeral thing. It’s easy to think that the world will outlast oneself, that it will always be there with or without the presence of the ilk of men upon its surface. It’s so large, so impossibly massive, so steady and solid, such a serene and pure a jewel afloat in the heavens, that it almost seems as if it would perhaps be better off without being sullied by the feet of the living.


    But this is nonsense.


    — Aurin sits on his hands and knees, panting, as he looks down at the shaking rock beneath himself, afloat over an endless sea of nothingness.


    He lifts his gaze, looking up towards the opening maw of the enemy — the wyrm — the boundless roar of the titan crashing around the world two-fold before it moves to action, lunging forward like an uncoiling serpent, like the whip of God, lashing out towards him.


    It’s utter and total nonsense.


    The world was made to be enjoyed, it was made to be lived in and cherished for its lifespan — brief or otherwise. Like a sweet, rich piece of fruit dripping with juices, the entire purpose of its creation was for it to be eaten, so that the seed it contains might be spread further, allowing its core meaning to propagate.


    Aurin, weaponless, rises to his feet, his eyes meeting those of the serpent, which is shooting towards him, its pupils alone being the size of himself ten times over.


    A boot presses itself down on the soil ahead of itself.


    And then another.


    And then another.


    Aurin screams as he moves forward, his body damaged and broken, lumbering from a hobble to a jog, to a full sprint within seconds as he charges across the small, floating piece of landmass he’s trapped on, his howl and the roar of the dragon colliding together in the quickly closing emptiness between the two of them as the two immutable forces come to collide.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Aurin) has used: [Dragonslayer’s Challenge]
          
        

      
    


    


    The thing that is meant to propagate from the world, that is meant to be spread by those who would consume its supple, nourishing flesh, is this.


    — It’s exactly this.


    Two dragons roar as the monster, as large as the tower itself was, crashes into a single man, creating an eruption of stones and dust that fly up into all directions —whether up or down, left or right, is impossible to say as such things seem to have lost meaning in this arena.


    Stones and brickwork float in all directions; broken metal and broken bodies hover in the air, trees and water, crystals and metal of many resplendent colors, broken houses and mills, bridges, and all other aspects of the world drift as if at sea, as if underwater.


    And as the eruption comes to an end, a pillar the weight of the heavens themselves piled down with their full weight against the arms and legs of a single man who remains standing, two golden eyes of an ageless beast and two hazel eyes of but a man illuminate the distinct void, his hands pressing back alone against the maw crushing down onto him.


    The meaning of life is to propagate life and with it the joys that it brings. The meaning of life is to push, to take, to grab, and to then share all of those precious things with the brothers and sisters one has found along the way.


    This isn’t selfish.


    Thunder cracks in the air from the violent clashing of nearby magical forces as he and the ancient wyrm stare each other down, feathers falling like flocks of snow from above as its armored body is pelted from all sides with the magic of the crusade.


    — Push.


    The two of them scream at the same time, a force erupting between them and shaking the world.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    "DIE! DIE! DIE-DIE-DIE-DIE-DIE!" screams the drowning voice from all around it as Isaiah shoots from one broken segment of rock to another, flying through and past them as they explode after being violently crashed into, sending chunks of rock out in all directions, but they never fall and instead remain suspended in the air as directionless shrapnel.


    Isaiah looks up towards the sky, severed by a great tear that runs through it, as if the tower itself were a needle that had fallen sideways, leaving a great scar in the wake of its razor sharp tip.


    — The spirit-world.


    It’s open, it’s there. It can be reached, breached. The throne of the gods is within its grasp.


    A wave of blackwater rises up before Isaiah in an instant, crashing down and trying to crush the entity. It shoots towards the side, flying through the closing tunnel of the wave and breaking free from its closing grasp just in time, black smears burning its skin and wings.


    It reaches out, touching a stone, before looking back at the churning water.


    — A shadow rises over its head from behind. Isaiah dodges, shooting to the side, expecting another tendril to come crashing down, but instead a great, white, mass that it first confuses for the tower as a whole flies through the air, tumbling into the crooked island and fragmenting off great chunks of it.


    Metal sings as Isaiah lifts its sword just in time, its taloned feet cutting through stones as its blade meets another, as the crusader from before strikes, the random weapon he had picked up on the way cracking and shattering from the impact, metal slivers filling the air like shards of ice.


    The two of them jump out of the way just in time, one left and one right, as another tendril crashes down where they stood, destroying the small rock formation.


    Isaiah and the wyrm fly past one another, two white bodies grazing each other as they loop through the air, blasts of poison water launching upward, but only ever hitting the gaps they leave behind as they ascend, but the ocean ascends with them, pulling together to grow taller as the avatar of darkness takes a more coherent, sleeker form of a witch’s clawing hand that grasps up towards the heavens.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Deutero] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Male, TRUE HERO
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Southern Edge
          
        

      
    


    


    "What in the goddamned shit?" mutters Marjatta, Deutero standing at her side atop the carriage, the caravan having reached the southern border that is, in essence, underwater.


    The entire southern half of the continent is flooded, as if the whole world had just been tipped at an angle, dipping an entire quarter of the nation beneath the ocean that has risen and crept up to where the road stops, as if the weight of the million sins that had taken place here had been too great for the world to bear, causing it to sink into the abyss.


    And there, off in the distance, obscuring the crooked star that hangs over the world like a guillotine, is a mass of writhing, screaming darkness.


    "So, uh…" starts Deutero, looking at Marjatta. He points with his thumb at the war zone. "Is that the uh, the thing?"


    Marjatta looks back up at him, raising an eyebrow. "Oh, man, you know…" She shakes her head. "I really don’t know." The monster in the distance changes shapes, turning into a screaming maw with ten-thousand, gnashing teeth. "It’s really hard to say."


    The two of them stare quietly at one another as shockwaves crash over the landscape, causing the water to reach the edge of the shoreline as if it were being moved by gentle waves.


    "…I think it’s the thing," says Deutero, as they watch the world ending from a distance.


    Marjatta sighs audibly next to him.

  


  Chapter 137: Sleeping dogs


  
    


    
      
        
          	
            Love is such a dangerous thing, isn’t it?


            The binding of two or more souls together, the merging of the spiritual essence — what unforeseen consequences could this emotion have down the line for us?


            Not just in life but after it. If souls are bound to one another through strong, passionate emotion that transcends mortality itself, then these too must stay together in the afterlife and, so, return then in rebirth to the world anew — connected in some manner, just as they had left it once prior.


            What fates were born in a new life because of the passions of the old?


            Which person came to be in a new body and role than that which was otherwise predestined for them because they had made the mistake of sharing their heart with another in their prior life? Would the candlemaker’s wife have otherwise been born as a princess? Would the guardsman’s sickly son have been born as a strong, healthy beast of a man in another nation? Would you be where you are right now if you hadn’t made such a foolish mistake in your past life?


            And worse yet, just because your souls are interwoven, who is to say that you feel the same things for this person in this life as you did in the last? With a new mind and body come new sensibilities; the alliances of old are void.


            No.


            Love is a danger; it is a threat.


            Never fall in love.


            To do so will only compromise your future chances at pure rebirth, free from the entanglements of your past mistakes.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ An excerpt from Monk Shabilayah’s meditations on life


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Caeli] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Female, Battle Alchemist
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Destroyed Island
          
        

      
    


    


    Prayer changes things.


    It’s easy to think that this statement is nonsense, especially when one has grown to their state of human awareness within an environment that would strongly discourage such notions, viewing it as a form of indoctrination at worst or a senseless ritual at best.


    Caeli and her party clamber around as best as they can, in the tower and the rooms inside it as well, having turned almost fully on their sides.


    She sits there, her hands clasped, and prays.


    Before all of this, she was just an adventurer, just a person trying to scrape by at the very fringe of the world. She and these two people with her weren’t really people living life so much as they were people surviving.


    But then their prayers led them to this tower.


    And then to so much more, to comfort, to sanctuary, to development, to growth and wholeness and now that all is disrupted.


    However, this is not what Caeli prays about.


    She has learned that prayer isn’t so much a bargaining tool — an asking of the divine to alter the happenings of the world — as it is rather a tool to align oneself with the will of the divine. People make the mistake of thinking that when they pray, they should ask for things. However, the heavens have already laid bare the direction of the world, and the things that a person asks for are often not within these plans.


    Instead, when praying, it is wiser to communicate and try to find guidance to fit in within these changing happenings rather than wish for them to be altered.


    "Come on! This way!" yells Irascaris, leading the way out toward a window that is above their heads and smashing it with his lance. Their party tank, Domi, holds his shield above his head for them to step onto as a ladder, pulling themselves out before pulling him along with them.


    The three of them stand on the side of the tower, staring out at the chaotic world exploding all around them — The world below is black and raging with turmoil from a violent conflict between Isaiah, the Witch, the wyrm, and the Dragonslayer, yet the sky above them, which is cut and ripped, is oddly white, serene, and quiet, as if some force were forcing the clouds to simply stop where they are.


    Now what?


    There’s nowhere to go.


    Their new home, so precious and so greatly loved for the short season they were able to hold it, is destroyed. What are they supposed to do now?


    Honestly, Caeli, as the party-leader, just doesn’t know.


    So she closes her eyes and she thinks, and, at this time, she also prays.


    "Hey!" yells a shrill voice from the side.


    Caeli opens her eyes, looking behind herself, the heavy ticking of the clocktower shaking her bones, as she looks at the uthra, Mauve, waving her arms for them to come to her.


    Several other uthra fly by, carrying villagers away in the opposite direction of the battle.


    The alchemist smiles, grabbing her friends’ arms as they run to join the escape, not so much because they are getting out of this mess safely but rather because she knows that, even if they weren’t able to, she in her deepest, most inner self was heard by something — be it Isaiah or otherwise.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Seide] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Dryad, Female, Wood-Mother
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Destroyed Island
          
        

      
    


    


    "Move! Get those supplies together!" barks the goblin taskmaster, watching dozens of other goblins running around in a surprisingly organized fashion for goblins as they undergo a major logistics operation.


    "Woodmother!" cries a voice from the side, hands clutching her robes. Seide turns her head, looking at the terrified human woman, who hasn’t really asked a question or stated anything in particular that she wants.


    Seide grabs her hand. "It’s going to be okay," she says, nodding her head. "Go with the others," instructs the dryad, the woman letting go as the people around her, crowded, pull her away through their friction.


    The woodmother turns to return to her work, her hand returning for a moment to her bruised and swollen face, which sports what promises to be a very prominent black eye from the fist of the dragonslayer.


    Seide, her long hair blowing in the violent winds, stands and watches the battle unfold in the distance, barely being able to keep up with the flashes of opposite colors that cut through one another over and over. The island has all but come undone; its mass spreads and separates, creating thousands and thousands of hovering chunks and platforms that the fight spans across with supernatural fury.


    She holds a hand to her chest, her fingers clenched.


    She can only hope that the magic of her spell worked. There’s nothing else that she can do for Isaiah now.


    But there are things that she can do here.


    The dryad looks down below the tower, on the many islands here, where thousands of the crusaders are still trapped in one form or another, be it by the curse that binds them to senseless rage or by the crystal prisons that they have fallen into via the tower’s ‘mercy’ effect.


    She’s just going to have to do her part here, now, and know that this is already enough.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Crusader Legionnaire Nostrae] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Female, (Priest + Warlock Advanced-Class) Inquisitor
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Crumbling Tower, Floor ??? - Tower Exterior Stairwell
          
        

      
    


    


    This is a problem.


    Nostrae holds onto the metal struts above her head, not sure what the hell is happening anymore. Her feet dangle freely above the air, and she kicks, screaming.


    The party she had infiltrated in order to get inside the tower led her through their usual route. She was hoping to infiltrate the tower, to reach its peak and weaken it for the crusade to come, but what the hell is all that?!


    They had reached a floor with an external staircase that wrapped around the outside of the tower, but then it tipped over, and now she’s hanging onto an exterior piece of the stairwell, an endless ocean of nothingness down below her.


    She’d ask her party for help, but, well, she betrayed and killed them.


    This was a tactical mistake.


    Nostrae grunts, doing her best to pull herself up. A harpy swoops by, screeching violently, only to receive a boot to the face for its troubles. The warlock grabs hold of another strut, pulling herself up a few more inches, and then a few more, as she works her way onto the sideways staircase, at least to have somewhere with a little solid ground.


    She strains herself, kicking with her legs, to grab hold of the next strut, only to find it oddly… soft?


    The warlock presses with her fingers, feeling it and identifying it as being fuzzy, before she lifts her head slowly to look at the low rumbling, growling maw of a black dog staring down her way, spit dripping from its widening maw, globs of it landing on her face.


    The guardian of the tower and Nostrae act in accordance with their last encounter on the edge of the island, though the outcome is somewhat more grim this time around.

  


  Chapter 138: Droplet


  
    


    
      
        
          	
            I wanted to change, I really did.


            I set such big goals and worked my butt off.


            I went outside, I exercised, I practiced talking and speaking, whether to people alone or in groups, I earned money, I made friends, and I lived life.


            But I didn’t change.


            As I stand here now, looking at my reflection, the same eyes stare back at me now that had stared back at me a decade ago. The man is one and the same. The trappings covering him are different, the looking glass is a different one, the season is different; but that man there — that bastard looking back at me — he’s the same piece of shit as back then.


            I did everything to change, and in doing so, my life changed in every single definable aspect, but somehow, through all of this, the body that I inhabit and the character of my personality, these remain… untouched.


            Sure, I learned a lesson here or there and I picked up one or two scars, but when I look into his eyes, all I see is questioning unfulfillment.


            I did everything. I did everything that a man should do in life, and that god-damned bastard never changes the way he looks at me.


            What the hell does he want?! What is it going to take to finally make him happy?


            I don’t think I’ll ever know.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ Rambling thoughts of an actually very happy man who is unaware that he is afflicted by a minor, very specific curse that always makes his own reflection look grim. It does nothing other than that.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Perchta, the Blackwater Fountain] ~

          
        


        
          	
            ???
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Crisis Zone
          
        

      
    


    


    The howls of the crisis fill the vibrating air, resounding around the conflict-zone in conjoined tremors, causing great bursts of energy to churn out through the air — the powerful shock waves traveling around the world, causing violent cascades of blackwater from her body to splash and fly with every passing second.


    Perchta, the thing that she has become, screams a scream that never stops as she lurches, swiping with an uncountable number of appendages, each wave acting as an arm, each streak of poison water a finger, as she hunts the thing that caused all of this, the thing that stole everything from her.


    The witch screams, tidal waves crashing against the sideways turning white tower, painting its lower half black as the rumbling island sinks deeper and deeper down towards the abyss of her totality.


    Every time she swipes, that cretin, that monstrosity wearing white, eludes her. It slips from her grasp like crumbling grains of sand. She hates it. She hates it so much. She hates it like she hates humans.


    They all did this to her. They all stole her homes, her friends, and her life. They’re all beasts, too mindless and violent in their base nature for the idea of anything such as a quiet, simple life for people like her to have ever been a possibility. She just wanted to be left alone. They made her into this. They made her do this.


    Perchta, the thing that she has become, an avatar of unnatural poison water that has no place on the surface of the world, stemming from the foul starlight of a distant aeon, cracks whips of water out in all directions.


    "I HATE YOU!" screams her voice a thousand times over, as her eyes track the creature, weaving in between two other disruptions.


    — Flameless explosions ring out above her head as the warped crusader and some beastly dragon belonging to the tower fight one another.


    She’s going to kill everything here, starting with the bird.


    Then, she’s going to kill everything that isn’t here.


    Then, she’s going to kill anything that’s left.


    AND THEN —


    Perchta screams, the entire ocean churning and twisting together into a spiral of raging whatever that shoots up into the air.


    AND THEN.


    Needles of a thousand-shades of lightlessness stab into the air.


    And then… Maybe… One day… Maybe she can just be happy again.


    But first, everything has to die. It’s not just what she wants; it’s what the stars want. It’s what the water wants.


    Everything has to go.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    The sword cuts through the water endlessly, but the fruitlessness of the exercise is obvious as it simply splashes down into the wetness below only to reform again as a new mass. One cannot cut water.


    But this is just a way to buy time.


    Isaiah shoots past another rocky island, grazing it with its talon as it had done with so many others before this, spinning to avoid a mass of tendrils that shoots past it.


    It lifts its gaze, realizing that Perchta had aimed them elsewhere.


    Ten-thousand threads of black launch up towards the sky as if pushed by the needle of a seamstress and cut straight through the armored body of the great wyrm, piercing through an old, dislodged scale. The wyrm screams, writhing, its cry filling the world as it is unable to fly away — held aloft as if atop the lance of a dragonslayer of old.


    — Isaiah cuts through the poison, causing the construct to collapse, with all of it falling down back toward the ocean like rain.


    However, from the one gap come a hundred more such movements. The air is filled with pillars of ink, as if Isaiah were inside a great temple of olden days, with their masses surrounding it on all sides as if to make corridors that all lead to death, and high up above its head, they converge to cut through the wyrm, hammering at its belly until they can bore through like worms burrowing into a corpse.


    It writhes and screams, Isaiah not being able to cut the threads fast enough as they come.


    "I can’t catch you," says Perchta’s voice from all around it. "But I can catch everything else," says the witch, gleefully, as the overpowering hammering of the clock tower sends out bursts of wind with every strike, the broken mechanism still spinning and pressing through the water for moments as it rotates like a water wheel in the ocean.


    Isaiah looks on in horror as the ancient beast struggles and then starts to stop doing so; its body, perhaps as long as the tower itself, slowly starts to slack, drooping over the needles. Its massive golden eyes, the size of the sun in the sky, tremble and begin to close, looking toward Isaiah’s reaching claw.


    "Oh, wait," whispers a voice in its ear from behind.


    Isaiah’s body lurches as a black, elongated needle pierces through its chest from behind.


    A rotting face leans over its shoulder, looking at it from up close.


    "I guess I can," says Witch Perchta.

  


  Chapter 139: Snowflake


  
    


    
      
        
          	
            The churning of war is such a normal facet of life for some, that the grinding of sinew and bones is to the ears of one as common and mundane as the pulverizing of wheat for the miller and baking flour for the baker.


            While we are not at war in this immediate moment, it is not uncommon for the ground to be soaked through with blood even in times of peace. Even if we are not formally at war, we are still in conflict with our neighbors. Unofficial skirmishes take place now, and then under the disguise of proxies, such as funded banditry and rebellion. Monsters roam the world, hollowing out mines to claim as their dens, tracking hunters in the woodlands as prey, stealing the children from their beds in villages that are distant from regular patrols.


            The world is, even at peace, horrifically violent, and we never seem to realize this until it finally comes knocking at our doors.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ Minister of War Vadrus Vilshali’s arguments for an increase in national spending on defense


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Seide] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Dryad, Female, Wood-Mother
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Destroyed Island
          
        

      
    


    


    Wild magics emanate from the dryad, with vines and overgrowth flourishing out of the sideways dangling island. The swaying trees — some floating upside down — the thick, heavy grasses, and the raining foliage all together come into motion as the magical ambiance surrounds her as she pulls the energy out from deep, deep from the core of the island.


    The air moves, pressed forward by the draft of power, her hair flying wildly in the gales that threaten to throw her off the tower.


    The dryad turns her head, looking at a powerful adventurer, a human wizard who has specialized in the strength of wind, whom she has recruited for this effort.


    "Are you ready?" asks the dryad, looking at the leader of the only party to ever even reach floor one-hundred of the tower, an adventurer named Salvator.


    He nods, lifting his hands at the same time she does.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Seide + Salvator) have used: [Combined Spell {Cleansing Hurricane}]
          
        

      
    


    


    The wind begins to scream. Healing magics, emboldened by the power of the island from which she draws, concentrate in the air around her in incredible amounts, only to then swirl and spin, rising up higher and higher into a glowing pinnacle upon the world — as if a new tower were being erected — as their spells combine. Petals, leaves, and ash swirl through the air, collecting magical residue with them as they float over the dead ocean and island, pressing past thousands of bodies at once, the fabrics of hundreds of robes flapping in the maelstrom.


    Seide presses every ounce of power that she can out of herself, her hooves pressing firmly against the stones of the tower to hold her in place as lights of many colors — the surviving uthra — shoot in and out, pulling people from the tower and evacuating them across the dead ocean, to the landmass to the north-east.


    The corrupted crusaders, all suspended either in animation in their dead, time-frozen states, or trapped on the chunks of land that they’re stuck on, falter, unable to resist the tempest — full of spring recovery, abundant.


    The magical nature of the healing spell of the organic world, fused with the holy essence of Isaiah that radiates throughout this land, washes over them like fairy dust, pelting their eyes and senses with a barrage of power.


    Black, oozy slime begins to wash away from their bodies, dripping, dropping, and seeping down their clothes and limbs, puddling at their feet and boots as the corruption of the witch, the tinge of maleficence, washes away, the grand healing spell rattling their bones and pressing their wounds, squeezing blackwater out of them like bursting pus.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [The Humming Man] ~

          
        


        
          	
            ???, Male, Chronomancer
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Destroyed Island
          
        

      
    


    


    Well, that about does it. The job is done. There’s no way for the timeline to slip away from here anymore toward any undesirable outcome, so he can just sit back and relax.


    — As always.


    The Humming Man hums, sitting on the outwardly jutting gargoyle he had landed on prior as he watches the results of his work unfold.


    He’s not a good guy or a bad guy; he’s just a guy — a man, in fact — who, for most of the day, finds himself humming. There’s no particular reason for this. The humming isn’t relevant spiritually, magically, or metaphysically in any sense; it’s just what he, as a person, enjoys to do.


    This was a long job.


    Not the longest. He’s had some jobs that went on for years. This one was, all things considered, alright.


    — But it’s just about that time now.


    It’s been a good run. All of this was very interesting to look at, to listen to, to watch, and to observe. Not just the tower itself, but the effects it had around the world and especially in the nearby city.


    Wow.


    That was all so very interesting.


    He leans back on the stones behind him, the tower sideways this way or that, up or down, moving with the island — as if the hands of a clock were spinning around and around and around for no other reason than that being what a clock is wont to do.


    His hand is outstretched, the powerful surge of wind pressing past him, and a petal lands on his finger, wrapping around it for a moment to stop it from being blown away into the gale.


    But that’s not his job — to stop it from leaving.


    It is, in fact, the petal’s destiny to leave, as beautiful and soft as it is.


    He lowers his finger, the wind wrapping around it, shifting and prying the single petal free from it, sending it hurtling off into the storm that forms as a grand awakening occurs.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    "Look at it," hisses the voice. "Look at it. Look at it. LOOK AT IT!" screams Witch Perchta.


    Isaiah’s body lurches, shuddering, as the needle drives further, having pressed through its back, boring its insides to it outsides, black blood streaming down its legs, its wings unable to work.


    "It’s gone now. It’s all gone now," says the witch, delightedly, into its ear. "Everything you made. Everything you found. Everything you touched," says the voice. "- is gone." Debris float all around the nothingness, trapped in the rift between time. The sky above is still torn, the opening between here and the spirit world still available to reach — but one would have to fly there to do so, given that the tower is no longer standing upright.


    The ocean below churns, swishing and swaying in the heavy winds.


    The clocktower ticks, the handle moving now past true midnight and on to the day thereafter.


    "Your stupid tower. Your stupid cultists," she hisses. "Your stupid island. I took it all. It’s dead. Destroyed."


    Isaiah turns its head away from the horrific desecration of everything it has built over this past year, turning to look at the melting, globular, demented face next to its own that sports hollow eyes beaming with demonic delight.


    Having seen everything there is to see, Isaiah smiles a warm smile.


    "You’re wrong, Perchta," says Isaiah, lifting a hand.


    — A needle cuts through it, severing it; the white palm falls down and disappears into the waters below.


    "And what’s that?" asks the witch, large needles cutting into Isaiah’s back, slicing off the wings like a cruel child would pluck from a fly.


    Isaiah’s stump rests itself against its chest, smearing it full of a torrent of blood. "Faith."


    Perchta laughs, howling now louder than ever before with any of her screams of anguish and wrath, and then tears off Isaiah’s wings, throwing them into the ocean.


    "Fat lotta good that’s doing you, shit for brains," mocks the witch. "The gods don’t give a crap. They never did," she scornfully says. "Not about you, not about anyone."


    Isaiah’s vision blurs as blood pours out of its broken, mangled body.


    "No, Perchta," agrees Isaiah. "In that, you are correct. We are alone." It lifts its gaze and its other hand, looking at the oozing, twisted face of a person who has become something other than what they were. Perhaps, long, long, long before Perchta became a witch even, she was someone else, just as she is something other today than she was yesterday. Who is to say?


    "Then give me a laugh before I keep going," she says. "Because I’m cutting out your tongue next and then your eyes," she warns, or promises more, perhaps. "What else?"


    "Others," replies Isaiah. "I still have faith in people," it explains. "We are alone. But we are alone together."


    "Are you stupid?" asks Perchta. "Everyone is -"


    Perchta looks down, realizing only now that the black void of an ocean is bridged by light.


    Hundreds of priests and paladins, free from the curse of the witch-water cast rows and rows of magical barriers, glassy and prismatic, all across the surface of the water to make a grand bridge that spans across the endlessness. "What the -?" Perchta turns her head, looking at the loud, roar of thunder that emerges on the horizon as a man rides in from the back, charging on a mount with a lance in hand that glows with the power of the eye of God.


    Isaiah’s remaining hand touches the side of Perchta’s face.


    "Our season has ended, Perchta," says Isaiah. She looks back its way, the two of them staring at one another for a time. "It was good, wasn’t it?"


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Isaiah) has used: [Seasonality {Temporal Shift: Winter}]
          
        

      
    


    


    A bell rings in the air, from the church tower, but not from the church tower. Its gongs reverberate throughout the air, stemming not from a physical plane but from a metaphysical one — as a chime that circles the world.


    The hero’s strike.


    The air fills with crackling, the temperature dropping in an instant as the last of Isaiah’s magic pulsates through its body and out of its arm, pressing into the face of the beast who it holds. The water stiffens, with spiderwebs of ice shooting out in all directions at once in an instant, spreading down the body of the monster in less than a second like arcs of lightning, and the liquidized mass solidifying all around in an instant.


    "NO. NO!" yells Perchta, turning just at the last second, another needle shooting toward Isaiah’s face, freezing before it reaches it.


    And then, the world erupts into a radiance so vivid, so bright, so magnificent that all of the darkness brought on by witchcraft and fear, all of the terror and malignancy in the air, all of the warped, corrupted magics that break the sky, the stars, and the moon — all of it washes away in a great wave of purifying, resplendent light, the likes of which are seen only on the world at the end of the deepest nightmares.


    The ice breaks, shattering into fairy dust. The two of them falling apart from one another and in whole.


    Isaiah closes its eyes.


    It thought that it was, thinks the entity, responding to its own question.


    It was good.


    It was a good year.


    And then there was nothing.

  


  Chapter 140: The other side


  
    


    
      
        
          	
            NEW BISHOP APPOINTED!


            In a stunning announcement yesterday, the spiritual leaders of the Holy-Church revealed that a new bishop has been elected to the position of head of the Holy-Church. The news comes after weeks of intense speculation and behind-the-scenes negotiations.


            The new bishop, Bishop Fluester of the East, known for his conservative views and unwavering commitment to the Church, is widely regarded as a staunch defender of traditional religious doctrine. Born in the holy lands of the eastern sands, he rose through the ranks of the Church hierarchy over the course of his illustrious career, and has held a number of key positions within the Church.


            His appointment as Bishop of the Holy-Church is seen by many as a sign that the Church is doubling down on its traditional values, in the face of changing attitudes towards religion in the modern world brought on by the corruption that has plagued the world in the southern regions.


            The news has been greeted with mixed reactions by followers of the faith around the world, with some hailing the new bishop's appointment as a much-needed return to traditional religious values, while others have expressed concern that his hardline stance on certain issues, particularly regarding the full ban of any Vildt from the eastern continent on our nation's soil, may alienate more progressive members of the Church.


            Despite the controversy surrounding his appointment, the new bishop remains upbeat about his new role and has pledged to work tirelessly to promote the teachings of the Holy-Church and defend the faith against all threats, both internal and external.


            Bishop Fluester: "I am deeply honored and humbled to have been chosen to lead the Holy-Church at this critical time in our history," he said in a statement released shortly after the announcement, made atop the steps of the northern cathedral "I promise to do everything in my power to uphold the values and teachings of our Holy-Church and to ensure that our faith remains strong and vibrant in the face of the challenges that lie ahead."


            


            


            


            Daily Questionnaire: Should children with affinities for socially undesired affinities such as Poison or Ash be taken from their parents?


            We asked one-hundred people of the city what they thought!


            ...


            


            


            


            Crystal Mines Opened in the North-East! 


            ...

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ Daily bulletin regarding the daily events of life in the distant Northern City


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    What even is the world as a whole?


    Is it just a giant collection of chaotic lifeforms, running around at random intervals of time, each doing their best as individual beings to survive and thrive, sometimes banding together as groups and societies, and sometimes not doing so? Is it just a mindless race to burn time until the candlelight dies out and there is nothing left? If the gods had made the world, then for what reason would they have done so if they were to leave it? What is the purpose of every single individual on the planet?


    How could there ever be one?


    There are so many individuals — not just people, but also birds and critters, beasts, and animals; there are monsters and wretched, twisted, gnarled things that creep and crawl, just the same as there are proud, divine beings that march under the banner of spiritual glory.


    There are billions and billions and billions of souls in movement at any time, between the ages and the eras, between the phases of terrible darkness and those of prosperous light.


    It’s all too much.


    So, of course, the only thing left to think is that there is no real system in place. It’s just too wild too chaotic to ever be able to be governed by any entity, no matter how mighty or benevolent — be it Isaiah or otherwise.


    Worse still, this chaos is an illusion of sorts, in that it creates the image that the world is so robust, violent, and precarious that it will survive anything, given that it is busy destroying itself day in and day out.


    But this couldn’t be further from the truth.


    This anarchy that is visible from the ground is not so illusionary from the heavens above, from which the world can be seen for what it is — fragile. It is a precious, glimmering whole gem that must be nursed and held with soft, loving grace, lest any movements disturb its peace.


    And these violent conflicts? These great desecrations of soil and soul, the horrendous deaths of millions through violent, gruesome means, be they of the brood of man or beast, are nothing.


    They are, in the scheme of all life, the glimmers on the stone that fade away after moments.


    They are proof and a reminder of its precious fragility.


    Isaiah sees as much in one instant as it floats in a curious way, suspended and free. It hovers without wings or body, floating in quiet grace to stare down at… everything.


    Even the tower, the witch, the black ocean — from here, it’s just… all of that, everything that happened, from up here, all that it can see on the world below is… a speck.


    The world is so massive, so large, that everything that happened in this year just happened in a tiny, teensy little pinprick that it could cover with a single talon, if it still had any.


    "It’s here," says a voice from the back.


    Isaiah’s eyes open wide.


    Malfi.


    It turns its… ‘head’, staring at the distance behind itself, which is… distant. There is nothing, but there is also something. In what can only be described as a canopy of full blackness, hang suspended thousands of lights of all kinds that are indifferentiable from the stars that are all around them.


    It found her.


    It finally reached… heaven…


    Isaiah tries to find form, its body having gone and leaving only this odd ethereal soul of its that takes shape as best as it can, legs and limbs winding out of itself and reaching the ground below, which is hard and metallic. The entity looks down at itself, at this shape of its, which is that of a soul without a body.


    It looks… stringy.


    It looks like a child’s doll, strands of a glowing, soft fabric run in all directions, tying themselves together here and there to make knots and joints and whole pieces of a body that is not man, nor bird, nor Isaiah as the third — it is… some culmination of things, man and woman, beast and person.


    It is a soul. This is what a soul looks like in its purest, untouched sense.


    It… he… or even she — Isaiah itself doesn’t even know at this point, as it has no physical constraints — walks forward toward a desk, behind which sits a woman, and behind her is a gate as massive as the world itself.


    It’s here.


    It’s finally here.


    After everything. After everyone…


    Isaiah walks to the desk, lumbering and then striding as it comes to understand its new body. It approaches, first with anger as it looks at the woman it immediately recognizes from that day so long ago, from up in the tree.


    She’s the one who started this.


    She’s the one who caused this.


    She’s the one it wanted to find, so it could find the gods and now -


    Isaiah stops at the desk.


    And now.


    Its hands rest on the edge as it lifts its head and looks at her, sitting there on a chair and staring its way.


    And now.


    And now, Isaiah droops its head, a shudder moving through its body as it comes to understand the true price of this entire endeavor. "It wasn’t supposed to happen like this," says the soul.


    "It never is," replies Malfi, not getting up.


    This is the woman who stole its family, its life, its clarity of mind, and its simplicity of existence. Because of her, it lost its family as a blackbird. It lost everything it loved.


    Isaiah clenches its fists, the fabric tightening all around itself as if it were the sinew of muscles.


    — And because of that, it gained everything else.


    Isaiah exhales, its shoulders drooping, its posture loosening, its body falling slack, and the glow of soft energy from around itself shifting to a pastel tone. "Thank you, Malfi," says Isaiah, looking at her and then back toward the world behind. "I am sorry that I got mad at you," says the entity, shaking its head.


    "Huh?" she asks, confused. "Mad? What did I do?"


    And then it can’t help but laugh.


    Isaiah isn’t sure if it has ever laughed in this life or if this new existence still counts as ‘this life’.


    It laughs and falls down and laughs, hitting a fist against the desk and the floor as it rolls, causing the woman to get up and complain, telling it to get up and act like an adult, which causes Isaiah to laugh more.


    And then, by the time it is done and empty, Isaiah just lays there on its back, staring up toward eternity.


    "What happens now?" it asks, laying next to the desk that the woman sits behind.


    "What happens now," says a new voice from the side, a man’s. Isaiah’s eyes go wide as it turns its head, sitting upright and looking. "Is that we have a chat," says the man sitting there with crossed legs, having waited for it to finish feeling what it was feeling.


    A god.


    The god.


    Not so much ‘the God’, but rather ‘the god’, lowercase, as there are dozens, if not hundreds, of gods.


    But this one, this man, this entity, he is the one that Isaiah followed in its life as a man and the one it had followed in hunt in its life as Isaiah.


    "I tried to reach you," says Isaiah.


    "I know," he replies.


    Isaiah crawls forward. "I died for you."


    "I know," says the god.


    "I prayed and you never answered!" accuses Isaiah, grabbing the hem of his robes and pulling him toward itself. "The world is always praying and you all never listen!"


    A hand lifts itself, pressing past Isaiah’s arms and resting its palm against its chest as the god looks at it from up close. "I listened," he says. "And I answered the world with you," he replies, rising up and pulling Isaiah with him. He turns to look at the world, with Isaiah letting go. "Sort of. And they’re praying right now too," he replies. "They never stop." He shakes his head. "But you already know that," says the god. "Let’s talk, Isaiah."

  


  Chapter 141: Tarred


  
    


    
      
        
          	
            It was fun while it lasted, wasn’t it?


            I thought so.


            For a while, it was really scary. There were so many moments when I thought we’d die, so many moments when I thought that this was it. This is the end.


            But then… those moments ended one after the other, and somehow we were all still there each and every time, and now, looking back, I’m not sure exactly what exactly I was ever really worried about. That’s why I think it’s fun now, and the truth is, I think that even back then, when I was shaking and crying and pissing myself in terror, I was still having fun.


            I guess I just didn’t want to admit it to myself back then because it didn’t feel like fun was the right emotion to have been feeling at those times. After all, my life and those of my friends were all in danger.


            But… I think the truth is that this is, for some of us, the natural state of existence that we crave. I was just indoctrinated with a false worldview back then. So many people want to live in quiet, calm peace, and I think that’s perfectly admirable. I was raised to be one of those people.


            However, the truth of the matter is that there are just some of us who want people to die. It’s what my innate, inner soul wants. I don’t want peace. I want anarchy. I was made for violence and screaming, but I live in a world of pacifists who tell me that these things are undesirable because they make them sad.


            When villages were burned to the ground and everyone inside was slaughtered, when my face was caked in blood and my hands blistered raw from holding my sword for days on end as we walked over mountains of corpses on our hunts of the wild things that offered a real challenge, those were the days I was the happiest.


            The peaceful people will claim this world as their own and force their lifestyles upon us through the tyranny of their cowardly majority.


            But I know the truth.


            I know who this world really belongs to, and I’m not delusional enough to pretend it’s any different.


            The world belongs to the person who will kill everyone else who lays claim to it.


            Gods I love being alive.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ Jinali Gormillion, Retired S-Rank adventurer, specialized in wild-lands combat outside of dungeons


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Gregorian] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Male, Hunter
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Far Shore
          
        

      
    


    


    Gregorian watches from afar, his heart heavy with grief as the preciously bountiful island of Isaiah crumbles and falls into the depths of the sea piece by piece. He clings tightly to his family, his wife and daughter, their bodies pressed together in a tight knot of fear and uncertainty as they watch their home vanish into the brink. The magical construction, once so grand and majestic, is now reduced to a crumbling ruin, with the massive tower on it starting to break apart, sending chunks of rock and precious, golden metal plummeting into the ocean below where its luster is lost from sunlight forevermore. The ground shakes violently beneath their feet, and the air is thick with the acrid scent of smoke and burning, despite the lack of fire.


    All of it now lost, destroyed in a single catastrophic event.


    As he watches the destruction from afar, a cold feeling of dread settles in the pit of his stomach. He knows that they must move quickly, before the devastation catches up with them. They must leave this place, this shattered reminder of what once was, and start anew in a world that is now unfamiliar and dangerous. Life was good here, but now that life here is over, they must need to live elsewhere. He’ll need to take his family from here, somehow. Maybe they’ll head to the east or the west and live there.


    He isn’t sure.


    Everything feels unsafe right now.


    With a heavy heart, Gregorian turns to his family. "We must leave this place," he says firmly. "We cannot stay here any longer."


    His wife nods in agreement, her eyes filled with tears and fear. They know that the road ahead will not be easy, but they also know that they have each other, and that together they can overcome any obstacle.


    — In theory.


    Of course, such poetic nonsense means nothing for the truth of the world, which is violence. However, two people are far more capable of violence than one and, when it comes down to survival, violence is key.


    They turn away from the destruction behind them, facing their backs to the island and the tower before it has even been lowered into its grave.


    Faith and such things are important, yes. But they will not keep his family warm and fed within the hour or within the weeks to come. They’ll have to start moving now because the roads are long and there are a lot of desperate, fearful people here on the shore who are still too shocked by what’s going on to make any decisions.


    He thinks that it’s best to leave here before they do.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Khalifi] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Female, (Fighter Advanced Class) - Fencer
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Far Shore
          
        

      
    


    


    The adventuring party stands on the shoreline, watching as the island they had once called home sinks slowly beneath the waves. The tower that had been their source of income, their livelihood, and their home was now nothing more than a memory, a relic of a time that has now come and gone.


    The good times always seem to go, don’t they?


    The party members huddle together. They had fought so hard to finally beat the tower, to press their way through all manner of monsters and enemies. They had risked their lives time and time again, always pushing forward and striving to emerge victorious. And now, it was all for naught.


    Sure, they got some level ups and a sack full of obols — they’ll survive. However, something about it feels… hollow. Maybe it’s because they had built a house there, or maybe it’s because they’ve lived there for half a year now and have gotten somewhat attached, or maybe it’s just because, now that the island is gone, it means that the world has to go back to what it was like before.


    — They have to go back to what it was like before.


    The silence between them is heavy, only broken by the sound of waves crashing against the shore. Each member of the party is lost in their own thoughts, their minds filled with memories of the tower and the adventures they had shared within its walls. But even as they grieve for what they have lost, they know that they have to move on. They'll have to find a new source of income, a new purpose, and a new home. They must continue their work because tomorrow they're going to have to eat again too.


    Time doesn’t stop for adventurers, and they get hungry every day.


    As the island sinks further into the ocean, the party members turn away, their steps heavy with sorrow and regret. But even as they leave the island behind, they know that they will carry its memory with them always, that it will serve as a reminder of the adventures they shared and the bonds they forged in the face of adversity, and so they set off into the unknown, their hearts heavy but their spirits unbroken — as light as a white, snowfallen feather.


    "So what the hell was up with that warlock?" asks the party tank. "This is what we get for charity."


    "Just some psycho," says Kalifi, tapping her hand against the hilt of her rapier and shaking her head. "Don’t worry about it."


    "I'm gonna miss not dying for real," says the party archer, the rest of them nod, mumbling to themselves and walking in a tighter formation than they had done in the past months as they leave the south.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Sister Faloe] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Dark Elf, Female, Warrior Priestess
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Far Shore
          
        

      
    


    


    The priestess kneels in the mud of the shoreline, her head bowed in solemn prayer. The great crisis that had threatened the world has finally come to an end, but the cost has been great.


    The island that had been home to so many now sinks beneath the waves, leaving only memories in its wake.


    Thousands of people have come to their end, one way or another.


    Homes, livelihoods, and souls will never be the same again after this.


    This crisis, while limited in its immediate ramifications compared to some others that the world has gone through, will have incredibly long lasting and devastating effects on the world as a whole — on its spirit and sense of peace. Things will be very tense from here on out, as this entire situation, while self-contained, has lit many wicks all around the globe that are yet to burn to their ends.


    As she watches the island disappear beneath the water, Sister Faroe prays for the souls of those who were lost, for their families and loved ones left behind, and for the world that must now move forward in the wake of such devastation.


    Her hands are clasped tightly together, her fingers digging into the wet soil beneath her. Her eyes are closed, her lips moving silently as she sends her prayers out into the world. The sound of waves crashing against the shore is the only noise around her, as the priestess continues her prayers for the fallen and the survivors. She prays for strength and resilience in the face of tragedy, for hope and healing to take root in the hearts of those who have suffered.


    The mud clings to her robes, weighing her down, but she remains steadfast in her prayer. For she knows that even in the darkest of times, there is always hope, always a chance for redemption and renewal.


    As the last of the island disappears beneath the waves, burying with it the promise of the false prophet Isaiah and the wretched Witch Perchta, the priestess rises slowly to her feet, her heart heavy but her spirit unbroken. For she knows that there is still work to be done, still souls to be saved, and that the power of prayer can bring comfort and healing in even the darkest of times.


    The gods have shown that they are here with the people of this world, ever ready to keep it free from such petulance.


    This coming decade will be a very trying time for those who now remain –


    The innocent.

  


  Chapter 142: Garden


  
    


    
      
        
          	
            The world transforms before our very eyes as the seasons pass in a never-ending cycle of change. The air grows colder, the leaves turn gold and fall to the ground, and the earth is blanketed in white. Spring arrives, and the world awakens once again, reborn in a wash of green and the bloom of flowers.


            Summer arrives in a blaze of heat, and the sun beats down upon the land, drying up the earth and turning the grass into golden strands. The world is alive with the buzzing of insects, the rustle of leaves, and the chirping of birds. The scent of flowers fills the air, and the world is vibrant and pulsing with life.


            As autumn draws near, the world begins to change once more. The air grows cooler, and the leaves turn a fiery orange, then deep shades of red and purple, before finally falling to the ground in a cascade of color. The earth is carpeted in a tapestry of leaves, and the world is a wonderland of color and sound.


            Winter arrives with a blast of icy wind and snow, turning the world into a frozen wasteland. The air is crisp and clean, and the world is a vision of white, with snowdrifts piled high and icicles hanging from every branch. The world is quiet and still, as if waiting for the first sign of spring.


            And so the seasons pass, each one more beautiful than the last, each one a reminder of the endless cycle of life and death, of birth and rebirth. The world is a living, breathing entity, forever changing and forever renewing itself. And as the seasons come and go, the world remains a thing of wonder and beauty, a testament to the power and glory of nature.

          
        

      
    


    


    ~ A druid’s observations during a morning walk


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Isaiah] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    "It’s hard," explains the man, as the two of them walk through what looks like a garden of sorts. It’s well kept in the sense that everything is orderly, but not so much as if guided by a gardener’s hand. Rather, everything is orderly in the sense that it is growing exactly where it should be growing, as it should be growing — flush and full of life. "When you have so many great ideas, isn’t it?"


    "You just had to turn me back into a bird," says Isaiah. "That’s all that I wanted," argues the entity, stopping where it stands in the middle of the garden.


    The god stops too, turning back to look at Isaiah. "That’s all you wanted at first," he corrects, placing a hand on Isaiah’s shoulder that the entity quickly swipes away in anger. But the god doesn’t seem offended. "Life changes when we live it, doesn’t it?"


    "Don’t pretend that this was some intentional plan of yours," remarks Isaiah. "All of this was because of a mistake you made," it argues, growing angry at the man, who simply does not seem to become angry, offended, or even attacked by any insinuation that it hopes to make.


    Instead, he just smiles with pursed lips and nods once. "It wasn’t. We, I, messed up," explains the god. He nods his head, gesturing for Isaiah to follow, as they move through the garden. "But then, from that mistake, I did my best to make something new," he explains. "Isn’t that familiar?" he asks, looking back over his shoulder at Isaiah. "That’s what you’ve been doing, isn’t it?" The man stops next to a construction in the middle of the garden, made of a ring of neatly stacked stones that he rests his hands on. "When you broke the witch’s house, when you broke the land, when you made a religion, haven’t you just been winging it from one mistake to the other?"


    Isaiah points at itself. "I was doing my best to look out for the people I cared about," it argues. "Sometimes that means making stuff up on the fly."


    "— And sometimes, that stuff we make up goes wrong, doesn’t it?" asks the god.


    "Stop preaching to me!" barks Isaiah. "You’re nothing. You ignored me for a year while I tried to reach you!" it accuses. "You can’t just stand here now and pretend that you’re interested in me." Isaiah narrows its eyes.


    "I never stopped being interested in you," says the god, kneeling down and looking at Isaiah. "When you first broke the island free from the land below, your dungeon was unreachable for quite some time," he explains. Isaiah thinks about it for a while. It’s true. "It should have failed and been destroyed then and there, by the laws of the universe," says the man, shaking his head. "But I stuck my neck out for you," he says.


    — Something makes a strange sound to their side, like fabric dropping from the sky, and the two of them turn to look as someone appears from nowhere, a man. A humming fills the air as the robed man with a large hat goes about his business, carrying beneath his arm an object that Isaiah recognizes as the magical sun-dial, that Rorate had bargained with Witch Perchta for so long ago.


    It had thought that Red took it.


    The Humming Man stops where he stands, freezing for a moment before turning to look at them.


    "Good work," says the god, Isaiah’s god, being the entity that had hired this man to perform a service. The humming man nods his head, tips his hat, and then walks on, his hum carrying off like the buzzing of a bee. "Just because I was not there myself, does not mean that I was not there for you," explains the god, rising back to his feet and then stepping over to the well. "I did everything I could to take you on this journey and to teach you what I could teach you."


    "’Teach’…?" asks Isaiah, incredulously, staring at the mostly indifferent being. It turns its head to look around the perfect garden — true paradise — before looking back at the man who stands by the stone ring. "There was so much death and horror," it explains. "How can you call this teaching?!" asks Isaiah, swiping a hand through the air, forgetting that it has no talons, nor wings. "If all this was to teach me a lesson, then you didn’t need to involve everyone else! The world!"


    "Oh, I did," replies the god, nodding his head toward the circle that Isaiah now turns to look at too. It’s a well. The entity walks toward it, looking down at the contents. Water.


    But it isn’t just water to drink. It is of a spiritual nature. Inside of it swim thousands and thousands and thousands of lights, with just as many more drifting beyond them.


    — Souls, in an endless reservoir of metaphysical life.


    "Just like you make life up as you go along to best fit what you need to do, I make life up to best fit what I need to do," explains the god. He shakes his head. "But I’m not the only one. There are others, and all of them too, make up life as they go along," explains the man, reaching into the water and swirling it around with his finger, watching as many lights drift up toward his touch and the ripple and then fade away again as he pulls his digit free. "Because I messed up and let you become a bird, you messed up and made your mess, which in turn made a lot of other gods mess up and make messes of their own." He sighs. "One event connects to another event and before we know it, the plans of yesterday changed entirely."


    Isaiah watches the water, staring at the many lights. "Are they all there?" it asks, referring to its family of, well… any life.


    "There, and here, and everywhere," replies the god. "Time is… a funny thing," he explains. "It’s not my area. I have people for that," he says.


    "Can you bring them back?!" asks Isaiah, turning to him and speaking of the many thousands of dead. "Please!"


    "No," replies the god. "They’re dead. Those lives are over," he says, placing a hand on Isaiah’s, which has grabbed his robe. "But you should know that death isn’t the end, Isaiah."


    Isaiah looks at him. "It is if I don’t recognize them anymore!" yells the entity. "What good is rebirth if I don’t remember the people I cared about?!"


    He smiles. "Because you get to meet them all over again next time," he replies, looking back at the water. "Souls have a way of… reconnecting with one another." He shakes his head. "It doesn’t matter where we put them or what circumstances we give anyone." The visage of an aged man puts two hands in the water, pushing apart two souls that are orbiting each other and pushing them to separate walls of the well. They drift for a moment and then begin slowly moving toward one another, even at such a distance where they could have no hope of even knowing where the other is — as if a current were moving them. "They have a way of finding themselves."


    "This isn’t enough," says Isaiah. "The world. There’s so much horror down there you could stop!"


    The god pulls his hands out of the water, shaking his fingers off, and looks back at Isaiah. "Is there?" he asks. "Haven’t you learned yet that every time a being with true power intervenes, it causes more problems than it helps?"


    Isaiah stops, this having been exactly the lesson it had learned, actually with so many of its own mistakes in this life.


    "…I just wanted it to be better," explains Isaiah, understanding the lesson, but not being content with it. 'Sometimes it's best for those with power to simply do nothing at all' is simply quite unsatisfying a lesson, considering the tuition of blood paid to receive this obvious advice it had already learned by itself.


    "We all do," remarks the god, clapping it on the shoulder. "Let’s talk about what happens now."


    Isaiah grabs his wrist, narrowing its eyes. "Yes. Let us do so," it says in a tone not quite belonging to a student.

  


  Chapter 143: And it is Good. (THE END)


  
    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Deutero] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Male, TRUE HERO
          
        


        
          	
            Location: The Far Shore
          
        

      
    


    


    "Now what?" asks Deutero, looking at Marjatta.


    The fairy hovers there and turns her head to look at him. She looks back over the destruction, over the wasteland that is the southern region. The witch is dead. Isaiah is dead. The tower is destroyed. Their mission to save the world was successful, but it did not go as well as had been hoped.


    They arrived a little too late to save the day for everyone.


    "That’s it. You’re done," replies Marjatta.


    Deutero blinks, looking at her. "...That’s it?" he asks.


    "Yup."


    He stares blankly. "But… all of that training," says Deutero. "I did thousands of push-ups…"


    "Oh, yeah. It was a lot, for sure," replies Marjatta, looking back over the water.


    "-- I only swung my sword once," he argues, somewhat let down.


    She hovers down, landing on his shoulder, looking at him from up close. "And what a swing it was," says the fairy. "Good job, champ. You did it," says the fairy dryly. "That’s it."


    It’s quiet.


    The two of them look at one another and then turn back toward the water.


    "So…" starts Deutero. "Now what?"


    Marjatta shrugs. "Beats me," she replies. "I think we’re both retired now."


    "Oh… huh…" mumbles Deutero. A wind comes, moving away the heavy dampness in the air for a moment of relief. "Hey, you wanna like… I dunno, go do something together?" he asks.


    Marjatta smiles, staring at the water as her finger spins around in her hair, pulling a strand of it in a tight wrap. "I’m a fairy, big guy," replies Marjatta. "You’re a human. It wouldn’t work," she explains.


    "Wanna try anyway?" he asks.


    The fairy leans over from his shoulder, planting a kiss on his cheek. "Yeah," replies Marjatta, leaning against him a moment later and looking away with a red face. "I think the sun is going to rise in a minute," she says. "Let’s go watch it together," she offers. "You promised."


    Deutero nods, the two of them just walking away from the busy church caravan, collecting together with the thousands of members of the crusade as they try to organize some sort of hierarchy of control over the situation.


    But that’s their problem.


    The two friends, or maybe more, walk away and go watch the first sunset of the season together, and after that, they are never seen or heard from in the public eye ever again. Although rumors persist of an unusually powerful man and a fairy — which is impossible, of course, given that they can never leave the mountain in the west — roaming the world together in the far regions, offering help to those too far from the core of the world to ever receive any.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Aurin, the Meek] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Male, Crusader {Legendary Swordsman}
          
        


        
          	
            Location: A Secret Gathering
          
        

      
    


    


    "All of us have committed grave sins in the past," says Countess Avoria, looking out over the crowd of people dressed in light garments, their faces obscured by hoods and masks to hide their identities.


    Now, after the events of the tower, the worship of Isaiah is prohibited by church law and is equal to witchcraft in the eyes of the state judiciary.


    Her eyes wander over the great sea of bodies. They are bodies that belong to crusaders, repenting for their misdeeds against Isaiah in their corrupted states, and swayed priests of the Holy-Church. They are bodies that belong to silver-smiths and hunters, to scribes and to spellswords and to everything in between. Men and women; elves, humans, dwarves, orcs. People from the east and the west and the north, people from the south — all of them have gathered here now for the final time, before they disseminate, disbanding their secret church that they have been attending now for the weeks after the disaster.


    - For their own safety.


    To practice their faith in numbers like this is no longer safe. The Holy-Church will find out and send people to stop them and hunt them. In order to keep the faith safe on this continent, decentralization is needed, as is somebody in a secure, high position to manage things from above. That is her role in this. That is why Isaiah had chosen her all those weeks ago, in its foresight.


    "But Isaiah has freed us from them," she says. "We are unburdened – light. Isaiah’s wings lift us from our past so that we might go out into the world now," says Countess Avoria. "So that we might spread the good word to those willing to listen." She steps forward, looking at the crowd, as she reaches behind herself to pull up her own hood. "Go now, fly," she instructs. "And wherever you go," she says, covering her head. "- Make it good."


    "Hallow," chant thousands of voices from the gathering.


    "Hallow," repeats Avoria, turning away from them to look at the man next to her as people begin to move to wherever it is that life has to take them, together with their secret faith. "And what about you?" she asks, looking at the person on the back of the improvised stage. Standing there, playing with a small, white feather, is a man with a broken greatsword strapped to his back.


    Aurin the Meek, the dragonslayer, lifts his gaze to look at her.


    "There are no dragons left anymore," she says to him. "What place will you have now?" she asks, walking past him.


    He watches her go, looking back down at the feather for a time, and then he lets it go, watching the wind carry it away into the distance.


    "They remain," he says. The woman turns her head, looking back at him over her shoulder. "But they walk in the shape of men," says Aurin.


    Avoria smiles. "I see," replies the countess in exile, who had escaped from the palace she was trapped in and is still likely being hunted to be returned to. She holds out a gloved hand, her fingers draping downward. "Then I will need protection, good Sir Knight," says the noblewoman to the swordsman, who takes her hand and bows his head, accepting her offer.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Ijmir] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Homonculi, Female, Shadow Priestess
          
        


        
          	
            Location: A Forest
          
        

      
    


    


    Elsewhere, the ground shakes, rumbling with a heavy, slow procession of thunder.


    The forest itself, too, moves, the many boughs of the trees losing their proud crowns of snow as the quake heads their way with increasing intensity. The droll, heavy shaking is interrupted by a sharp, loud voice – laughter and excited screams.


    – A heavy, ornate stone golem breaks through the clearing, roaring with its arms outstretched as it runs. On its shoulder clings a woman in a robe, a priestess, laughing and doing her best to hold on as the monster she’s sitting atop speeds through the forest on its hunt.


    With confused, excited eyes, it comes to a stop in the middle of a grove and stares up toward the sky, toward the snow that is falling from above. It stares at it with childlike wonder, lost in the sight of the crystal flakes falling in the rays of the first sun in many, many weeks.


    The priestess and the golem, having escaped from floor six of the tower of Isaiah, live life now in the wilds together, having found a comfortable little cave that once belonged to a bear but that now belongs to them after a little rearranging of the natural order.


    The giant looks at her and then lifts its arm. She nods to it, wrapping her arms and legs around its shoulder as she shimmies up the extended arm and onto the large, open palm. Balancing herself, she stands upright and holds her hands above her head, letting a few flakes of snow fall onto them.


    Excited, she quickly kneels down, holding her prize out to her friend for the two of them to look at, watching as they slowly melt in her warm palms.


    – Something chitters in the distance.


    The priestess and the golem turn their heads, looking at a very bothered squirrel, which is staring out of its tree.


    Screams and laughter fill the air anew as the priestess clings on for dear life as her friend rumbles off at lightning speed to examine the squirrel, which is now more than just very bothered as the several ton heavy giant lumbers toward its shaking tree.


    


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [Beulah] ~

          
        


        
          	
            Human, Male, Shrine-Master
          
        


        
          	
            Location: A Forest
          
        

      
    


    


    The perfect rock.


    He found it.


    Somewhere, down below the soil, it sleeps. Down there, deep in the darkness below the heavy surface of the world, it rests.


    The shrine-master kneels there, his hands resting on top of the small mound of soil that he has finished moving, burying the thing in its grave.


    With closed eyes and his head bowed, he sits in silence, absorbing the sounds of the world around him. The rain has finally stopped. The flooding, after days, has subsided as a heavy, radiant sun, very unusual for winter, comes to dry out all of the waters shortly before the great freeze begins, sparing the world some of the damage.


    The tower is gone. Everyone is gone.


    Silently, the man who was once a thief says a prayer for the souls of those who were lost, his friends – Rorate, Scion, and all of the others. That is not to mention Isaiah itself, which had granted him this new life.


    Where would he be now, had Isaiah never come to be?


    Dead, of course.


    The man opens his eyes again, looking down at the grave that he sits over, his fingers resting on the dirt as the wind of the season moves through his hair, like a hand stroking his chin to lift it. He follows the movement, staring at the distant horizon that it has to show him in contemplative silence.


    — A hand rests itself on his shoulder.


    Beulah looks at the shrine-maiden, the eldest, and then at the others who remain in silence. The tower has collapsed, and the magics fading. But these things that have come to life, these… people, they have remained alive without it. It’s like the seed that Isaiah planted no longer needs the metaphysical soil from which it grew. The same goes for his class, which he still has.


    The man rises to his feet, looking at them.


    They’re all able to survive by themselves now, for themselves and for each other.


    She nods her head to the side, gesturing in the same direction the wind had guided him a moment before, and he nods to her and then to the others.


    The tower is gone, but what it made and stood for remains.


    Four shadows vanish into the distance, running toward the distant horizon, given speed by the wings of Isaiah on their mission that continues on despite everything.


    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~ [???] ~

          
        

      
    


    


    Isn’t it just so quiet now?


    Somewhere in the world, in a place where it is cold, a gentle wind presses through a clearing amidst a pool of droll gray and white — a forest, covered in snow and ice. Flakes of soft powder fall loosely from the sky, drifting down toward the world like tufts of volcanic ash that stem from a very distant eruption.


    What might have been disastrous there in that faraway place — ruinous — is here entirely unnoticeable, barring the snowfall. The horrors and anarchy – all of those things are not really of interest. That’s all too far away.


    The world is calm.


    The trees sway in gentle motion, dancing only ever so slightly, and bow their heavy, snow-laden, bare crowns to the king of winter, under whose dominion they now preside for the duration of his reign.


    But then something changes.


    Softly and slowly at first — ever so gently. A ray of warm, unusually soft, and kind glow enters into the world from above, shining upon the winter snow that covers the world. At first, it is only a single trickle.


    Days pass.


    And with each passing day, the shine strengthens just a little more, just a little more.


    The people of the world, lost and frightened, somehow manage to find a new order now after the anarchy. Given the nature of the crisis, it was in a sense always a regional conflict, from which many parts of the world were spared — in theory. However, the word of Isaiah, the gospel, had infected so many people. Pilgrims left their homes on other continents to travel here. From all over the nation and the world as a whole, people uprooted their entire lives to leave, to go to the tower of Isaiah, following the call of its crystal bell — that now lays submerged deep, deep down in the black of an ocean filled with indescribable things. There in the secret darkness, statues of angels and gods sit surrounded by creatures that cannot be given a name or shape — the entire construction claimed by the deep.


    These pilgrims have no choice but to spread out back into the world.


    This is the will of heaven.


    Many awkward homecomings are had, and hard words are shared. Over time, the faith of Isaiah, without its resolute, living avatar, becomes… foggy. It was too short and too dense, and while there is a significant following that maintains its worship, it is confined to the eastern continent.


    The Holy-Church of the nation in which Isaiah had come to be has entirely forbidden the worship of the entity, by decree, classifying it in the same depths of depravity as witchcraft or demonology.


    The world finds a way.


    The south is destroyed, the horrific magics of the witch Perchta having stained the land forever and, together with the scarring and shaping of it by Isaiah’s hand, having caused the region to flood and be consumed by the oceans of the south. The break in the sky, the seam that connects the physical world to the spirit-world remains intact, and, as a result, the entire south is lost, not only because it has sunk into the sea but because it has sunk into the spirit-world.


    Now, anyone who would tread there for generations and generations to come will be lost and unable to ever return to the realm of the living. The nation makes do, but not without great stress after losing one of its five most important cities. The economic troubles that come lead to a dire hardening of hearts and minds, which leads to a hardening of hands and eyes. In the decade to come, people will be weary and desperate. They manage to live their lives, but not without significant struggle, which begins a century of selfishness, greed, and survival.


    People live together, but they do so out of necessity.


    Their souls become heavy, losing all of the lightness of joviality and brotherhood. Although even within this state of being, pockets of warmth of spirit manage to flourish within families, both made and found, in far brighter resonance than they might have ever had without the stark contrast present. People fight to survive, to make money, to live — but many do so within the cities they reside in, with a flame of love in their hearts for the people they’ve found to cling to.


    In the age of suffering, the strongest contrasting emotion tinges the era, and they say that those people who reside in it somehow, despite everything — those who manage to make such connections — make them on a depth of meaning that is rarely, if ever, found by any souls in this world.


    True kinship of spirit and body, only possible because of the hardships of the time.


    But that’s all then and later.


    For now, another day passes and then another. The forest changes, shifting and turning as the boughs of the trees begin to righten up somewhat more, their load breaking apart and melting.


    More days pass.


    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 of winter finally seems to have arrived after many bitter months.


    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.


    During their brief bursts of song, the world remains hauntingly silent.


    And it is good.


    There is no war this time to interrupt the delicate nature of their chirping as they fly about their lives in a forest that is pure and untouched — paradise itself — for such creatures, at least. Blackbirds and thrushes, crows and doves, deer and rabbits, wolves, and all manner of beasts wander the forests, disturbed not by the trappings of men.


    It is a place where, strangely enough, these animals just live quietly.


    Just the same as the humans find a way to live quietly.


    Significant tensions build between the continents, fueled by the worship of Isaiah that remains on one side of the ocean and by the human-centric rhetoric of the Holy-Church, but war does not break out.


    Somehow, negotiations, talks, and trades all manage to fall into place. Serendipitous events prevent troublesome escalations through sheer happenstance that no one really knows of.


    Of course, nobody inside this political back and forth notices such things directly, rather only seeing that everything is going well.


    If one were a sharp-eyed, learned, and faithful scholar of the world, they might consider the fact that this was divine intervention — sparing the world from another conflict so soon after this year and the troubles it brought.


    Although the faithful always believe that divine intervention is taking place.


    — The last of the snow falls from the trees. A bird lands on a branch, twisting and tilting its head as it examines the spot curiously, perhaps wondering if this is a good spot for a nest?


    It is.


    It is good.


    The world is at peace, though a difficult one. But if one were to examine history as a whole, from a distant, outer perspective, one might come to see a change in the patterns that have, until now, been played out.


    While the trajectory of life has always leaned toward advancement in spite of the hundred-year crises, it has been, over eras, tedious.


    Nobody alive now will live long enough to see it.


    But those who live longer than simple lives will come to see the world and how it changes, how it becomes worse, and then, eventually, after a very long time, becomes better.


    — The little bird catches a worm and then looks, confused, down into the hole the worm had stemmed from, down into the glowing pit that it doesn’t quite understand. Indifferent, it takes its prize and flies to its tree, nested atop the now leaking glow of a thing buried in the soil — a core, a thing that grew from a rock imbued with such strong emotions tied to it.


    A dungeon-core, one of the forty-nine in the world, now that a spot is open. It begins to burrow and grow and change, coming to life and to wakefulness, bursting, as if from a seed.


    As is mandated by the kingdom of heaven.


    


    


    


    The doctrine of non-intervention, or minimal intervention, has been employed by heaven — the spirit-world — for generations now, as the gods have all learned that by intervening in human affairs, they’ll step on one another’s toes and cause far more problems than they had hoped to solve with their efforts. Not just with other gods and their desires for the world but also with the desires of the people of the world themselves too.


    After all, shouldn’t all the people of the world be free to choose their own lives and fates, free from the hands of a puppeteer above?


    — Isaiah’s taloned finger swirls through the water of the well of souls as it looks down at it, at the many dead.


    "She’s in there good," says a voice from behind Isaiah.


    It nods, staring down into the well, far, far, far down into its reaches, where even it cannot touch. There grows a festering mold, silently hissing to itself in the darkness. The soul of Witch Perchta, returned because of her death, but not as a normal spirit. She, with her powers, has managed to cling to some sort of state of half-death.


    She won’t ever be reborn like this, but she won’t die either. She’ll just float there in the water, in the emptiness, forever.


    At least until she lets go. If she did, she would likely return to the cycle of life and rebirth, like everyone else.


    But Isaiah doubts that she wants to do that. She’s not done yet.


    So what good would it be if it left too? It isn’t over yet.


    Besides…


    Isaiah turns its head, looking at its great prize as its talons pluck out another color from the fountain, pulling an erratic, buzzing soul out of the waters of rebirth, the next of the many it has to retrieve.


    "We’ll just have to let her be for now," says Isaiah, looking at Red, who has taken on a new form now. After all, they’re no longer in the tower.


    She is no longer an uthra. She is something else, something other.


    "Chief," says Red, looking around at the kingdom of heaven. "You know I love you, right?" she asks. "Not in a weird way." Red looks around the garden, quietly and calmly gleeful. "This is the nicest thing anyone’s ever done for me," she says, not referring to her direct resurrection.


    Isaiah stares at the soul it picks out of the water next, shining with orange light. "Everything I do, Red," replies Isaiah, setting the soul free into the air and watching as it comes into shape and form, buzzing with uncontrollable energy. Its golden eyes scan the garden, littered with bodies. The glint of a golden blade of resplendent, heavenly magic rests against the side of the well. "- I do for my family."


    "Still, I mean, damn," says Red, walking up behind Isaiah and grabbing it from behind as she looks over its now wingless shoulder as it reaches into the water to pluck out the next soul so that it won’t be reborn into the physical world. "I didn’t think you had it in you," she explains. "I mean, I did, but I still didn't expect it," says the closest soul next to it. "So, do we run heaven now?" she asks, her fingers locking over Isaiah’s front as she watches it pull out a crystalline, glowing orb from the waters of rebirth. The soul in its fingers crackles with energy, like crunching glass.


    "No," replies Isaiah plainly and calmly, letting the soul fly free and take on a shape of its own, hovering over the body of a god who had perhaps meant very well indeed, with intentions of a warm heart and a kind spirit. However, he had not understood the difference between the strength of his love for Isaiah and Isaiah’s love for its own. Isaiah looks at Red, turning its head over its shoulder, leaving the two of their faces, both changed in appearance in these new forms, close. "We run everything, Red," says Isaiah, narrowing its golden eyes that shine like the light of a new day. "And we do so by the sword."


    And though none in the world know it, with the day and title of the entity having ended on the mortal coil — they now reside firmly within the age of Isaiah.


    And it is good.

  



    THE END
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    Written by D.M. Rhodes


    'Razzmatazz'


    www.DMRhodes.com


    


    



WANT TO READ MORE? TRY MY OTHER STORIES!


    Follow me on PATREON or Royalroad, where this story and others are written chapter for chapter, so you can read ahead and also help guide important plot decisions through polls, notes and comments!


    


    Interested in hearing from me when I finish my next book? Find me here! Or look on the next pages to see the timeline of all of my stories that happen in this same world!


    MY MAILING LIST


    [image: Img]


    www.dmrhodes.com/Mailing-List/


    


    TWITTER


    [image: Img]


    www.twitter.com/DMRhodes_Author


    


    DISCORD


    [image: Img]


    www.discord.gg/DMRhodes

  


  World Timeline


  Want to see even more? Did you know that ALL of these stories and more by D.M. Rhodes happen in the same world? Go check them out!


  


  
    THE BLACKWATER WORLD


    
      EARLIEST


      
        Mirabelle's Boots: A shoemaking litRPG


        Planetary Orbital Weapon


        Reborn as the Black Knight


        Weaponsmith: A crafting litRPG


        DEMON CORE: A Demon-King litRPG


        Respawn Condition: Trash Mob
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        Dungeon Item Shop - (Several characters from Final Core reappear here! Yovel, Tulsi, Shamrock, the kid who our nameless monk saved, and even the good neighbor Witch Perchta among some others)


        Sin-Eater
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