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Chapter 1: Claustria
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Zanther isn’t what you’d call a prodigy. He
isn’t heir to the throne or destined for greatness. What he does
have is that rare combination of brute strength and cleverness. A
combination so rare that his kind is actually fairly prevalent.
Where he excels is that attribute called ‘dumb luck’. When it comes
to luck, he has crapsacks of that.




So our hero, our protagonist, this ‘Zanther’
character, he’s sitting at the bar, drinking a pint of Dragon’s
Leg, the cheapest beer in all of Claustria, when he realizes that
there are an awful lot of Darrinians patronizing the pub
tonight.




Your average Darrinian, he’s stocky and
hairy. Doesn’t cause much trouble. Toils and troubles, takes his
pay, diddles his portly wife, and procreates. Pretty much all they
do. But these Darrinians, they aren’t what you’d call ‘normal’. For
one thing, they aren’t clothed in burlap shirts, they’re attired in
fine black silks. And wouldn’t you know, they keep stealing
admiring glances at Zanther.




But Zanther isn’t all that pretty.




Our hero, he rolls a cigarette, lights it,
and before he can exhale his first drag, a half-dozen stools are
overturned and katanas are drawn. No stranger to a fight, Zanther
reaches for his trusty longknife and the hilt comes off. Holding
just a rusted hilt, he ducks between katana slashes and cogitates
about his next move.




It’s here when things get sketchy: his vision
becomes altered, the color is drained out of his surroundings and
everything is black and white and blue. All he can see are the
veins of his aggressors, pumping angry blood, but…it’s slowed down.
Time itself has slowed for Zanther.




Now, like I said, he’s not some child of
destiny. This isn’t how things usually go for him, but an advantage
is an advantage. He sees a mop in a bucket a few steps away and
grabs it, slamming it into the face of the nearest Darrinian and
splitting it in half, sending wooden shards flying. He’s left with
a pointed wooden stick, which he promptly jabs into the blue heart
of the next Darrinian, adding a new splash of color to his
time-slowed palate: red.




Zanther then snatches the katana from the
hands of this Darrinian and, in one deft swipe, manages to
decapitate a few more of his enemies.




Time regains its normal fluidity and the
remaining non-murderous patrons stare, mouths gaping at the carnage
Zanther has left. The katana clanks on the floor as he drops it,
and he then reaches into the pocket of one of the headless corpses
and produces a few coins, which he drops onto the bar before
stepping out into the night.
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In this world, there are good kings and bad
kings. A good king spends all his time in the palace, cutting
babies in half and solving other disputes, while a bad king dons a
disguise and walks among his people pretending to be a
revolutionary, learning about his enemies. Madra is what you’d call
a bad queen. She’s among her enemies all right, but she
doesn’t do much ‘walking’. She’s charismatic in the way that only a
woman can be: horrible and easy on the eyes.




Madra’s there tonight, sitting with a Baron
at a table in the pub, watching Zanther kill and kill in all his
cutthroat glory. She isn’t smitten; the smitten ones are the
Darrinians. No, Madra watches Zanther slice his bloody path through
adversity, and she’s in love.




She wants him to use those quick and precise
movements on her, but not with his longknife.




Madra eyes the Baron, dressed in puffy silks
poofing out between his lapels, his sleeves, inflating his
shoulders. The white makeup, the fake mole, the white wig, this
prissy aristocrat is the complete opposite of a man, an
ideal clearly illustrated not ten seconds ago by the dusty
knifesman currently making his way out of the bar.
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Claustria is and always has been a democracy.
Their kings have all been elected freely by the people. While some
have questioned Claustria’s status as a democracy because elections
are only held when the progeny of a retiring king are old enough to
take his place and never have to run against anyone else, the
people always freely vote their new ruler into power.




The first time a commoner dared to challenge
the law that states that running against a king’s child is treason,
that man, Rabadan Millovich, was promptly expaled for treason, and
there haven’t been any challengers since. Thus, the freedom of
Claustria has thenceforth been preserved.




Every year, he is remembered with his own
national holiday, Rabadan Millovich Day. To celebrate this state
holiday, citizens have the choice of baking either melon or berry
pies.




Nobody has ever baked a berry pie.
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There’s a third person with a personal stake
in Zanther’s exploits tonight. In a way, he’s actually the maestro,
he chose the tempo of the music and had a pretty good guess how the
notes would be played. He composed a subtle symphony of death,
using Zanther as his instrument. A puppet master? Not quite, but he
definitely gave our hero a temporal edge.




This third person, this ominous bystander,
he’s wearing a frayed black cloak. He has a stubbled chin and
devious eyes.




He tosses a few dodeckas onto the table and
follows Zanther into the gloom, his wooden staff clicking on the
cobblestone floor with every step.
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Three players? Our hero, his silent
benefactor, and a hormonal queen, that makes three. But there’s a
fourth. This fourth instrumentalist differs from the others in two
key ways: firstly, he doesn’t know the others yet, and secondly, he
does, in fact, play an instrument.




Varello is greasy, with stringy hair and a
pointed hat. His instrument of choice is his enchanted six-stringed
lute. He sits on a large rock outside the house, bathed in the
white light of the partially-illuminated moons. He plucks a few
strings, tuning to some internal standard pitch.




Deliberately, thoughtfully, he strums chords,
humming a melody he’s hummed any number of times. His audience is a
black-haired woman sleeping next to her blacksmith husband. The
husband, like most people, is sleeping at this hour. The woman is
sleeping as well, but this doesn’t stop her from rising out of bed
and tiptoeing, eyes closed, out the door and onto the lawn.




As Varello plays, she disrobes in front of
him. Only when he finishes his song do her eyes open. Panicked, she
scrambles to dress herself. In this urgency, her eyes dart this
way, that way, but she’s all alone.
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Zanther feels a tug at the back of his shirt,
and turns around to see a sultry brunette wearing a silky dress and
no shoes. Her breath is clouded with alcohol.




“I saw you back there, you were great,” she
says, her eyes glowing with youth and sexual tension.




“Uh…thanks.”




“Listen, your name’s Zanther, right? That’s
what the bartender said. I’d like to…take you somewhere, if you’re
interested.”




“The thing is, lady, I’m not really looking
for that right now.”




“Oh, you’ll regret this. You’ve no idea.”




And Madra storms off into the shadows.
Looking down, Zanther can already feel himself regretting it.




“You don’t understand,” he says, to nobody in
particular, “it’s just not safe to be around me.”
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“You don’t have any idea who that girl was,
do you?” says a voice from the rooftop. Zanther looks up to see a
figure clad in black.




“Probably some farmer’s daughter. They smell
blood and their hormones kick up. I’ve got enough on my plate right
now without throwing women into the mix. Also, not to be rude or
anything, but who in the High Hell are you?”




The figure falls from the roof, landing
gracefully in front of Zanther with a minimum of bruising.




“Pleased to make your acquaintance, I am
Novanostrum Singularis, Maximagus of the Third Circle.”




“You have a very long name.”
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Varello sits in a small clearing by the
river, strumming a few chords as blocks of wood assemble themselves
in front of him and burst into a campfire. A fish dances
frantically in the water, flopping onto the shore and into the
flame, crackling and bubbling. After its skin achieves a palatable
shade of black, Varello snatches it out of the fire and tears into
it, blood and saliva dripping from his lips.




Maybe ten yards away, two soldiers with
x-shaped insignias on their helmets are interrogating a blindfolded
drunk.




“Priester! We traced it to you. We know you
had it, so just tell us where it is now and we’ll let you be on
your way.”




“I’m sorry, I can’t hear you very well.
Please speak louder.”




One of the soldiers grabs his pinky, twisting
it until it breaks. “Where is it?!”




“I…don’t have it. I lost it in a card game to
some guy. Zinter? Zander? I don’t remember his name exactly.”




“Where?” says one of the soldiers, the tip of
his spear nudging the drunk’s throat.




“Claustria!”




“Enough!” Varello shouts, wiping his greasy
hands on the cape of the closest soldier. “Cut him loose. I’ll make
for Claustria while you report back to your commander. We’ll need
troops, especially if the Queen gets word of this.”




“We’ll ask the commander to send men to
Claustria as you request, but this one shall not be set free. The
Pontiflex Minor has given us orders to expale traitors of the
Church.”




It’s not much later when a scream tears
through the silence of the mesa, causing a flock of sheep to turn
their heads at the direction of the noise. They panick for a
moment, then follow the lead of the head ram, who has already
fallen back asleep.
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Madra kicks open the doors to her spacious
chamber and the Chief Guard appears in the corridor.




“Is something wrong, my queen?”




“I need you to assemble the Guardsmen and
locate a man named Zanther Maus. I’m told he murdered some
foreigners at the tavern. He needs to be brought to justice.”




“We shall collect him directly, highness,” he
says, bowing and retreating down the corridor.
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“So, Zanther, why were those men trying to
kill you?”




“They want this,” he says, producing a
tattered map.




“What’s it lead to?”




“Don’t know. I won it in a card game. The guy
who gave it to me, this drunken priester, said it shows where some
drawing is hidden, some famous piece of artwork. ‘Nexus’ something.
‘Nexus Sketch,’ maybe? Supposed to be worth a lot of money, if you
buy into that.”




Novanostrum lights his pipe as they walk
toward the city gates.




“Hey, wizard, what do you want, anyway? What
I told the girl, that goes double for you, so don’t get any
ideas.”




“Actually, I’m also interested in that map
you have. I was hoping to accompany you to

retrieve the object in question.”




“Yeah, wizard? And why should I trust
you?”




“How do you think you were able to kill those
men in the bar? Felt like you had a little help, didn’t it?
Time dilation is a marvelous thing. And those assassins, they were
just the beginning. There’s a host of terrible things waiting for
you down that road, and you’ll need my assistance.”




“S’pose you’re right. Yeah, I guess. What do
you say we meet up here in the morning and get out of this wretched
place?”
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Varello sits on one of the many stone
fenceposts encircling the old cemetery. Lute in hand, the moon
breaks through the clouds as he starts to play, slowly at first,
then increasing the tempo randomly, plucking a melody in fits and
starts.




Near the crumbling tombstones, there are
movements, sounds of stirring, scratching. Over the din of the
lute, rumbling can be heard beneath the ground.




A decaying hand punches through the earth,
that stereotypical image of deadder resilience.




Varello smiles.
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After some confusion caused by the similarity
between all the grayish brick buildings, Zanther finally locates
his hotel, only to be surrounded by twenty members of the Royal
Guard. The Chief Guard looks Zanther over. Zanther reaches for his
longknife and, again, the hilt comes off in his hand.




“Uh, can’t we talk about this, maybe over a
few drinks?” he asks, laughing nervously.




One of the soldiers starts to say something
about how a drink would be nice, but he’s quickly silenced by the
angry glares of a few of his cohorts. The Chief Guard claps irons
on Zanther’s wrists and gives him a push in the direction of
Claustria Castle.
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Varello skips across the darkened plains, the
wet grass and sod sloshing under his feet. He strums his lute as he
goes, a horde of deadders shambling in his wake and groaning
incoherently. A stray dog wanders up to Varello, he whistles to it,
it freezes, and he keeps skipping along as the dog is absorbed into
the horde.




A lost sheep, a few wolves, they all become
food for the undead, the animals’ bones dissolved by a sea of
gnashing teeth and toxic saliva.
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Zanther is chained to the wall, stripped to
his underwear and blindfolded and gagged. It’s your run-of-the-mill
castle dungeon, complete with mildewy, jagged stone walls and
ironwork comprising the bars and shackles.




Madra orders the guard outside to stand down
so she can interrogate the prisoner alone. She unlocks the cell and
walks right up to Zanther, pulling off his blindfold.




“I told you you’d regret it. Now we’re going
to do this on my terms,” she says as she puts his blindfold
back in place.
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Novanostrum is sitting in an alley with a
view of the castle, smoking his pipe and puzzling to himself.




Can’t leave this guy alone for even a second.
Hmm…what can I use to blast through stone?




His eye is immediately drawn to the wooden
staff.




Yeah, thanks for pointing out the obvious.
But if I start calling up bolts and fireballs, they’re going to
figure out pretty quickly they’ve got a wizard on their hands and
there are only so many of us. Not great for my continued
anonymity.




With what feels like the force of a very
strong magnet, Novanostrum can feel the staff dragging him towards
a barrel in front of a shop dealing in powderblasts.




Yeah, that’d do it.




The wizard rolls the barrel nonchalantly down
the sleeping streets, the wood clunking against the cobbles. Every
time it bounces, he shudders, bracing himself.




When he gets close enough to the castle, he
scans the stone wall for a clear spot not in the immediate vicinity
of any guards. He puts the barrel into place and just as he’s about
to strike a match he hears…music. Someone strumming a guitar off in
the distance.




He pauses to see if he can hear more, and he
does. He hears screaming.
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It should be mentioned here that deadders are
the reanimated corpses of the deceased. Most deadders are human,
due to the way human corpses are stored (animals left out in the
open tend to decay pretty rapidly), but animals can be deadders,
too. Deadders can be reanimated any number of ways, whether they’re
created through powerful magicks, by infection with a virus, or by
accidentally listening to Foll K’narr reciting one of his
longpoems.




Deadders are about as strong as insane or
drunk humans. They don’t feel pain, so they don’t (and don’t really
have the capacity) to worry about muscle strain or overexertion.
There are a few ways to decommission a deadder. The first is to
convince him he’s dead. Since their intellectual functioning is
comparable to that of dogs, this is basically a futile effort. The
next method is to break the spell keeping them animate by casting a
new spell or killing the puppetmaster. The last way to stop
deadders is by burning them to dust. Cutting them into pieces just
leaves you with a bunch of irritated body parts biting and
scratching their way towards you.
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Varello leads his undead army straight down
the main boulevard and towards the castle, with a few beggars and
bystanders screaming as they are absorbed by the putrid mass.




He continues to play, oblivious to the
destruction occurring behind him. As he approaches the castle
gates, the guards manning the door drop their pikes and take off
down side streets.




The horde of deadders parts around Varello
and charges the giant wooden door, toppling it with the sheer power
of their numbers.
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Novanostrum sees the havoc at the main gates
and decides to use the distraction to his advantage, using the
chaos to divert attention from his fireworks display. He lights the
fuse and ducks into an alley to await the impact.




A piercing explosion blasts a hole in the
stone façade, showering the immediate vicinity with rubble and
burning fragments of wood. Novanostrum darts into the hole.
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Someone’s fist is pounding on the door to
Zanther’s cell. Struggling to dress herself, Madra’s terse reply
is:




“I have not finished interrogating the
prisoner!”




“Your majesty, the castle is under attack! We
must get you to safety!”




Still blindfolded, Zanther smiles. Madra
opens the door and a guard steps in, shaken.




“Let me borrow your longknife,
guardsman.”




He hands it to her, and she smacks him in the
back of the head with the flat side of the blade, knocking him out.
Madra unshackles Zanther and takes off his blindfold and his gag.
She hands him the longknife.




“Get dressed and help me get the hell out of
here. I can’t rely on these idiots.”




“You think I’d help you?” he says,
slipping into his clothes.




She takes off her diamond necklace and puts
it in his hand, saying, “With the proper incentive, yes, I think
you would.”




Zanther stashes the loot in his pocket and
grunts, kicking the door open to find deadders approaching from
both ends of the hallway.
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The wizard runs first down one hallway, then
another, looking for any sign of Zanther, but instead coming across
a grand foyer. In the middle of it all, he sees Varello picking his
lute and directing the mass of groaning undeath. The deadders all
seem to be heading in one direction, so Novanostrum decides to find
out what they’re heading for.




He waves his hand at the torches lighting the
room, and they go out in a wave of chill. The wizard pauses, but
Varello keeps playing, even in the dark. Novanostrum taps each of
his own eyeballs and twists the metal ring circling the face of his
wrist watch. The tempo of Varello’s song slows exponentially, the
already-slow deadders become nearly statuesque.




Novanostrum slides down the banister and
rabbits his way through the room, his night-vision spell allowing
him to distinguish the outlines of the deadders.
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The torches in the basement hallway haven’t
gone out, but Zanther has déjà vu, regaining the crazy adrenaline
powers he had at the bar, everything goes black and white and he
swings his newly-acquired longknife through deadder flesh, severing
limbs and heads and torsos.




He finishes slicing up the dozen deadders in
the vicinity, only to see Novanostrum standing at the end of the
hall, clapping as time regains its normal fluidity and texture.




“The Royal Consort. You’re really moving up
in the world. Looks like you don’t need my help at all.”




“I don’t, but I won’t turn it down.”




Around them, arms and heads twitch and writhe
towards the heat of living flesh.




Madra grabs Zanther’s shoulder. “Will you two
cut it out? You can hold hands later. We’ve got to get out of here.
C’mon, I know a nice little way out of here.”




She leads them to a storage room containing a
bunch of dusty chests and chairs and a large wardrobe. She feels
around the underside of one of the chairs, producing a rusted metal
key. Popping open the wardrobe, Zanther and Novanostrum see a rope
and an opening leading below. Hanging from a hook inside the
wardrobe is an oil lamp, which Madra grabs to light their way as
they descend the rope.




The light shines on a subterranean river, and
the rope leads directly down to a small dock with a tiny ship
moored to it.




“Do you bring all your men here?” Zanther
asks.




“Just the ones who save my life,” she says
with a wink.
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Varello, taking care not to break his rhythm,
skips from room to room, searching for his quarry. He sees a group
of his minions huddled around a door. He walks past a pile of
wriggling deadder body parts and into the cramped cell. On the
floor, he finds an unconscious soldier.




His nostrils flare, drawing in the smell of
the queen’s…perfume.




He follows the trail of feminine stink to the
storage room. Aside from a few sticks of useless furniture, it’s
empty, but he can hear water. He angrily strums a diminished chord,
which echoes through the castle in a shockwave that topples his
entire undead army back into their respective eternal slumbers.







Chapter 2: The Flatlands
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After emerging from the underground passage,
Zanther, Madra, and Novanostrum spend what seems like hours
aimlessly winding their way down the river. The gravity of the
situation is starting to hit Madra.




“My…kingdom. It’s gone.”




“You’re overreacting,” Novanostrum says, “the
bard isn’t interested in you or your kingdom, he just wants that
damn map. So you go back in a few days and hire a few new henchmen
and bury a few bodies, it’s not the end of the world.”




“What map?”




In the light of the morning sun, Zanther is
inspecting the map in question, running his fingers over the
cryptic runes and trying to understand the landmarks denoted on the
worn and tattered paper.




“I was wondering the same thing, myself,”
Zanther says, “hey Nove, what exactly do you know about this ‘Nexus
Sketch’ and that crazy lutist back there?”




“The bard’s name is Varello. The Crucifers
hired him to find your map, acquire the Nexus Sketch, and destroy
it. They probably hired those Darrinian mercenaries as well.”




“Why would the Crucifers go to such lengths
just to destroy a piece of artwork?” Madra asks.




“It’s not just a ‘piece of artwork,’ it’s
supposedly the most important object in the world.”




“Yeah, well, we’re not going to get very far
unless we can read the damn thing, which we can’t,” Zanther
says.




“The Universitorium isn’t too terribly far
from here,” Novanostrum says, “maybe we should go there and ask
around a bit.”
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Kragnar is a dragon. He lives in a (now)
uninhabited swath of land somewhere between Claustria and one of
the tiny kingdoms bordering it. He’s doing what he always does,
which is to find a pond large enough to accommodate his dragonic
girth and blow fire at it until it’s hot enough to be a nice
jacuzzi.




Sitting in his heated tub, he snacks on the
dead, boiled fish floating on top of the water, spitting the heads
in a pile on the bank.




Halfway through his seventh fish, his ears
perk up at the sound of human chatter carried far by the nearby
river. Humans on a boat. He slinks to the water’s edge and
submerses his massive, steaming, scaly body, waiting for their
approach.
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When men first realized that running around
hunting beasts with pointy sticks was more work than building
little huts around fields and letting their food grow itself, they
began to have a lot more free time. With this free time, they
didn’t have to focus so much on survival, and they started to get
anxious, to worry about things. Things like death and famine.
Crafty old men realized that instead of working, they could receive
food and services as payment for advice on these matters. Over
time, these elders formulated a system, and made sporadic visits to
convene in a central location to keep this system consistent. This
system evolved into the religion of Crucifisim.




The basis of Crucifism is this: a long time
ago, there was a man, born with all the evil of the world in his
soul. His father was Death, one of the Two True Gods. He wasn’t a
particularly bad guy, but when he learned that he was full of evil,
he killed himself in an attempt to rid the world of evil. His plan
backfired, because the evil simply diffused itself among the people
of the world, randomly appearing in certain individuals. In order
to appease the Two True Gods and prevent famines and plagues, the
Crucifers seek out these individuals and impale them on iron poles
crossed in an x-shape. This process is called ‘expaling’.




It should also be mentioned here that they
take donations, and that individuals suspected of possessing evil
souls can convince the Church of their purity with a generous
donation.
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“I’m just saying, Claustrian women are all a
bunch of f--” Zanther says before he’s cut off by the appearance of
a giant fricking dragon popping out of the water and slamming the
boat with his anacondeseque tail, sending the three of them flying
in different directions.




Zanther and Novanostrum land on the
riverbank, the green, lush grass breaking their fall.




They look up to see Madra in the grasp of the
dragon.




“Well, heroes, what are you waiting
for? SAVE ME!” she yells.




They look at each other.




“You heard her, Nove, save her. Do some of
that wizard junk you do.”




“Fine. But you’ve got to help. I need you to
run up and decapitate that dragon. I’ll make it easy for you, make
it so you can run across the water.”




The sky turns black, and the grass and water
turn various shades of gray and white. Zanther draws his longknife,
his footfalls pattering on the surface of the solidified water. The
wind has slowed, the birds overhead are stalled in mid-flight, and
Zanther springs toward the dragon.




Kragnar swats at the jumping human, jarring
its longknife loose and sending him flying into a tree. He grabs
the longknife and flicks it at Novanostrum, missing, but not by
much. The wizard is shocked.




“It…didn’t work?”




“Yeah, no shit,” Madra says.




“Enough!” Kragnar bellows, shocking time back
into its normal flow, “I’m not going to kill you two, malice isn’t
in my nature. I am going to eat the virgin, though. Hunger, you
see, is in my nature.”




“I’m good with that,” Zanther grumbles from
the tree.




Madra pulls her shoe off and launches it at
the dragon’s eye, he drops her, and she swims between his legs. A
second later, the dragon shrieks out in debilitating pain, sending
a plume of fire about a hundred yards into the air. Madra climbs
out of the river and starts wringing out her clothes.




“What’d you do that for, woman?” the dragon
bellows.




“Dragon! These are Claustrian lands over
which I am queen. I don’t require a lot from my dragon subjects,
you don’t have to pay taxes or the moonthly deference, but I do ask
that you not lunch on my royal person. However, you are free to eat
that one,” she says, pointing at Zanther.




“Bleccch. No thanks, I don’t eat men.
Well, your highness, I’m sorry I smashed your boat.”




“It’s okay, dragon. There IS something you
can do to make it up to me.”




Zanther whispers in Novanostrum’s ear, “Did
you hear what that dragon called her? Heh. As if.”
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If you asked any random person in Upper
Kleighton which type of person they hated most, you’d have a 90
percent chance if getting the answer ‘arithmancer’. Arithamancers
make their living doing something even the most brazen prostitute
wouldn’t dream of: manipulating figures. While most everybody knows
enough maths to keep track of money, these arithmancers have the
nerve to embrace maths, to play with theoretical and imaginary
numbers; it’s enough to make any decent person shudder.




They sit locked up in their rooms, scribbling
figures on paper, on walls, on slates, something normal folks refer
to as ‘mathsturbation’. The most learned persons suspect there is
some utility to maths, but the problem is that as of yet nobody’s
really been able to find it. Using geometry to construct a building
is one thing; using maths to try and calculate the sum total of all
magickal energy in existence is quite another.
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Varello walks across the plains, his lute
slung across his back. He whistles to himself, dejected and
frustrated by his failure. He hears a whooshing sound and looks up
to see a green, scaly mass projecting itself towards him at many
feet per second per second.




He just barely manages to dive behind a tree
as the dragon impacts the ground with the force of a meteor. He
scrambles into a ditch, the tree exploding into flame and cinders
behind him.




Kragnar looms large over Varello, hiding him
in the cold expanse of his shadow. In desperation, Varello produces
his lute and starts plucking a lullaby.




Kragnar topples backwards.
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Zanther, Madra, and Novanostrum are walking
along the dusty trail linking Claustria with the Deathlands. Madra
looks nervously at her companions.




“So…which way is Claustria?”




They’re at a fork in the trail, with the left
path leading to a gloomy, overcast, darkened horizon. The right
path leads toward sunshine, with birds chirping and a rainbow
extending past their field of vision.




“Well,” Novanostrum says, “we’re going to the
Deathstrech, which is this way,” and he points towards the
gathering stormclouds. A sickly crow circles around for a second,
then falls out of the sky, dead. “Claustria is that way,” he says,
indicating towards the sunshine and the rainbow, “if you walk
quickly, you might even make it back before sundown. You’re sure
you don’t want to come with us?”




Her eyes linger on the dead crow. “No, I
think I should be with my people.”
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The Deathstretch is a place best avoided.
While at times it may seem that the best way to get from point A to
point B is to travel through the Deathstretch, most sane folks
realize that the vermicious creatures and manxome beasties that
live there make point B seem like a rather silly place to want to
go at all. And yet, some still try.




Of the minority of travelers who manage to
escape the Deathstretch with their lives, nearly all agree they
would never go back. They talk of shadows with teeth and plants
with claws, of things too vile to describe.




This place wasn’t always the bastion of hope
and good times it is today, it used to be an enchanted little wood
haunted by the ghosts of lost children and careless hunters. This
was until a hundred years ago, when a military skyship containing a
secret magickal weapon crashed in the middle of the wood releasing
an untold amount of dark energies and creating the renowned pit of
fetid decay which has become known as the Deathstretch.







Chapter 3: The Deathstretch
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Varello lands his dragonic steed in front of
the megadoor to the Deus Palatium. The guards part to allow him
entry. He takes long strides, walking through a few more doors to
find himself in front of the Pontiflex Minor.




“Your Holiness, I was able to locate the
target, but it seems the map has passed to a certain Zanther Maus.
I chased him as far as Claustria Castle, but it was there that he
eluded me.”




“I’m aware. I have soldiers arriving in
Claustria as we speak. As for your failure, I know you will be
honored to be expaled as a sacrifice to the Two True Gods.”




“Expaled?”




“Yes,” he says with a flourish of his hand,
“guards, if you will.”




“So…you’re not going to pay me, then?”




“No, you’re to be expaled straightaway.”




“Indulge me, your Holiness, and imagine that
I just damned you with a really clever threat.”




“Hm?”




Varello pulls something from his sleeve and
smashes it onto the ground, filling the room with smoke. When it
clears, he’s gone. The guards rush to the palace’s megadoor to see
a dragon flying off into the horizon.
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Zanther and Novanostrum walk towards the
ominous stormclouds hovering over the Deathstretch. The trees are
skeletal, perpetually devoid of leaves and flowers. Zanther starts
to whistle as they draw closer. Novanostrum shoots him an angry
look.




“Just tryin’ to lighten the mood, man.”




“You do realize that these woods are
filled with fell beasts, with the most vicious, loathsome creatures
in all of Upper Kleighton, right?”




“Actually, I think the most vicious and
loathsome creatures in Upper Kleighton are these girls from this
brothel I visited in New Kestle. You wouldn’t believe these women,
they were covered with scars and burns and some of them were
missing limbs and they had the most saggy, dangling--”




“Shush!” Novanostrum hisses, “Did you hear
that?”




“Hear what?”




They’d passed the treeline, and are now
surrounded by what look like giant, dead hands reaching into the
sky.




“Hear what?” Zanther repeats, “I didn’t hear
anything.”




“That’s the point. This place is supposed to
be filled with a hundred kinds of unimaginable foulness. But I
don’t see anything.”




“Remind me again why we decided to come this
way.”




“It’s the fastest way.”




“Fastest way to what? An early grave?”
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Madra is walking. She’s dirty and tired. She
has to pee. She relieves herself behind some bushes and continues
walking.




I should have gone with him, she
thinks.
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The names of the Two True Gods are Life and
Death. Life is a woman, and Death is a man. When the world was
young, they lived together peacefully. They fathered children, the
ancestors of today’s modern Kleightonians. However, with all of
these fine-looking women scurrying about, Death was tempted, and he
slept with one of his children. This enraged Life, and she withdrew
her namesake gift from her children, the gift of her protection
from her Husband, rendering them mortal. In their ensuing feud,
Life and Death would fight for custody of their children. Death,
being slightly more powerful, always wins—after a struggle.
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As they get deeper and deeper into the grim,
dead forest, gingerly stepping over bleached bones and skulls, the
pervasiveness of the silence weighs upon them. Zanther draws his
longknife.




“Why’d you do that?” Novanostrum asks.




“This seems like the point in those stories
where all the terrible things start attacking the hapless
protagonist.”




Terrible things do not attack the hapless
protagonists, and continue to not do so for a while. Periodically,
Zanther feigns relaxation, then swings his long knife reflexively
in random directions.




“Maybe,” Zanther says, “all those stories
were made-up by the locals to keep the tourists away. Or, maybe
this place is so depressing all the horrible monsters killed
themselves. What do you think, Nove?”




“I think the sun’s still up.”
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Madra walks along the path to Claustria, with
birds cheerily chirping in the occasional trees that line the green
meadowed lands in every direction. Aside from a few huts visible in
the distance, there’s not much to see out here.




After a while, she can spot her castle town
in the distance. It doesn’t appear to be on fire, she
thinks. That’s a good sign.




As she draws closer, though, she can see that
things don’t seem quite right. For one thing, there are an awful
lot of soldiers about, and they aren’t her soldiers.




She draws up close to the gate to find it
closed, with two soldiers posted as sentries.




“And just who in High Hell do you think you
are?” she asks them.




“This town is temporarily under the
protection of the Grand Pontiflex,” one of them answers.




“And since when has the Grand Pontiflex taken
it upon himself to ‘protect’ sovereign lands?”




“Well, we’ve been here since this morning,”
the other one says.




“You can tell the Grand Pontiflex,” Madra
says, “that his protection is not required. I’m the queen of these
lands, and I’m allowing you to take this opportunity to shove
off.”




The first guard looks her over and gives a
chortle. “A queen? You look more like a cow-milker. Besides, you
can’t be the queen. Our troops are scouring the area for her as we
speak, and they will find her.”




Madra turns red. “I demand entry! I demand to
be taken to whomever is in charge of this insanity!”




The second guard takes a step closer to her.
“Nobody goes in or out. Those are the orders.”




“Un-bonking-believable,” she says.




It’s now when an old man approaches her and
taps her on the arm. He’s wearing spectacles and a white suit. His
hair and beard have long turned white, presumably to match his
clothes.




“I can understand your frustration, young
Miss,” he says, “I’ve been trying to reason with these gentlemen
all day, but to no avail. I’m what you might call a professional
purveyor of preventative potions, and these fellows have
steadfastly refused me entry that I might allow these fine
Claustrians the opportunity to purchase and enjoy my patented
tonicks.”




As he says this, he motions to the wagon
behind him, the side of which bears the words ‘Professor
Sogbottom’s Good-tyme Tonick’.




She nods, confused. He continues.




“There’s nothing for it. It’d take an army of
wizards to get into this place, what with all the soldiers milling
about, and I seem to have misplaced mine. I’ve decided to continue
on to the Universitorium to refit and relax and get reacquainted
with some old acquaintances of mine. I wish you a good day, young
Miss.”




“Wait, did you say you were heading to the
Universitorium?”




“Sure did. One of the finest institutions
around. Just something about books and lectures and learning that
makes people want to drink tonick.”




“Would it inconvenience you too much if I
tagged along?”




“Not at all; I’d consider it a privilege to
travel in the company of a beautiful lady.”
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A few hours pass, and the sun starts to dip
dangerously close to the horizon, or, it would dip dangerously
close to the horizon if it were visible through the gray storm
clouds occupying the sky.




“We should probably make camp soon,”
Novanostrum says.




“Are you out of your bonking mind? No way am
I stopping until we’re out of this place. I’m not even tired.”




They continue walking for a while longer.
Almost all at once, the Deathstretch transforms itself. The trees
sprout white leaves, white flowers, and chalky fruits of various
shapes. Beneath their feet, white grass sprouts along the edges of
the path.




“Uh…Nove, what’s happening?”




“I’m not quite sure. I think we need to walk
a little faster.”




So they walk faster. They hear the sounds of
insects in the distance, of rustling in the trees. They hear the
calls of beasts.




“The dead forest is come alive,” Novanostrum
says, “brace yourself.”
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The sun paints a glorious multi-colored
horizon as it makes its escape. Sogbottom’s horse looks older than
its owner, but still manages to clomp along at a decent pace, each
footfall an obstinate affirmation of its refusal to die.




“I’ve heard it’s faster to travel through the
Deathstretch,” Madra says.




“Actually, I know a little shortcut that
involves going around it.”




“If we’re going around it, how is that
a ‘shortcut’?”




“You have to think of time in relative terms.
Going around the Deathstretch takes about two days, going
through it and dying takes an eternity.”




The horse gingerly lifts his tail and lets
Madra and Sogbottom know how he feels about them through song.
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The attack comes from all directions.
Tentacles slither out of nearby ponds to grab their feet. Winged
reptiles swoop down upon them. Furry, clawed animals of various
shapes, some like scorpions, some like spiders, materialize in the
shadows, their outlines and glowing eyes the only parts of them
visible in the muted light.




As the animals close in, Novanostrum does his
time dilation bit and Zanther is able to see only the blood in the
veins of the beasts as he starts hacking and slicing his way
indiscriminately through the fell flesh of the monsters in the
immediate vicinity.




After what would seem like a few seconds to
an outside observer, Zanther collapses to his knee, gasping for
breath. Bloody limbs fall and splatter to the ground almost in
unison.




Novanostrum draws his pipe. “That wasn’t so
bad, was it?”




Covered with blood and sweat, Zanther glares
at him. “I feel like I just killed every damned thing in this
damned place.”




“Heh. No, not by a long shot, I’d wager.”




It’s then that the second wave comes,
hundreds of nightmares charging them from all angles and
directions. Even the trees seem to be stretching their dead grasp
towards the two of them. Novanostrum tosses down his pipe and
Zanther springs into action, hacking and attacking everything he
can.




It’s a noble effort, but there are just too
many of them. Zanther withdraws and stands next to Novanostrum,
trying desperately to hold his ground. The beasts are unfazed,
choosing to dramatically pause and close in on their quarry.




Novanostrum laughs like an overexcited six
year-old banshee and reaches inside the sleeve of his robe. He
produces a five-foot long wooden staff with a knobbed end, leaving
Zanther to wonder just how in the hell he’s managed to conceal this
thing upon his person.




He slams the end of his staff onto the
ground, sending a shockwave outward in all directions. Zanther
falls on his ass, and the beasts take a few paces backwards.
Novanostrum waves his staff around in a circle and their perimeter
is lined by flames. He then points it towards various points in the
sky and lightning bolts start to rain down upon the beasts.




The beasts, that is to say, the minority of
the creatures that are still alive at this point, flee whimpering
into the night. The trees lean back as much as they can.




And just as quickly as they started, the
fireworks are over. The lightning stops, the flames go out, and all
that remains are some chunks of smoldering flesh and charred
branches.




Zanther nods and says, “I think I know why
you wanted to pass through here.”




“Yeah?”




“You’re bonking crazy and killing a bunch of
things is therapeutic for you.”
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Sogbottom has parked his wagon, and he and
Madra are inside, each wrapped in a blanket on the two bunks
folding out of the wall. While Sogbottom snores melodically, Madra
stares at the plank of the bunk above her.




It takes time, but sleep eventually comes for
her.







Chapter 4: The Universitorium
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Finally out of the Deathstretch and into a
decent pub on the outskirts of the Universitorium, Zanther regales
a young woman with tales of his and Novanostrum’s exploits.




“There were all these monsters, fiercer than
lions and uglier than Novanostrum, if that’s possible, and he was
all like ‘zap!’ and ‘ka-pow!’ and shooting them with lightning. But
they kept coming! So I had to step in and cut them down.”




She rolls her eyes and takes another pull of
the wine in her glass. There are four sitting at their table.
Novanostrum and Zanther are joined by the girl and by a bookish
fellow just past middle-age. He’s studying the map, crinkling his
eyebrows, scratching his head, and stroking his beard.




“It looks like it’s written in characters
used by the Nasonic Monks who live deep in the mountains.”




“Can you read it?” Novanostrum asks.




“Few can read it. Only the most revered
Nasonic Monks are allowed to read and write the sacred text.”




“Well, this is supposed to be an institution
of higher learning, is it not? There’s nobody here who can read
it?”




“I know a few philosophers who I’m sure would
be happy to speculate about the meaning of the characters
for you.”




“Uh, I think we’ll pass on that.”
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The purpose of the Universitorium is to house
the most dangerous criminals on the continent of Upper Kleighton:
middle- to upper-class youth. When these scheming, angsty future
felons reach the age of seventeen, they are promptly shipped off to
be institutionalized before they can become a burden on their
families and communities.




At the Universitorium, they are subjected to
the harshest punishments imaginable: forced drinking binges,
tedious lectures, and food of a quality that has been rejected as
feed for Agrarian hogs. These youths are paired off in tiny cells
and made to share communal toilets and showers. While prisoners
have the luxury of free time, these ‘scholasts,’ as they’re called,
are made to fill parchment with ink, made to purchase the tomes of
their professors, and forced to parade around the Universitorium
grounds attending various useless functions.




After four years of this torture, these
future thieves and pederasts are dispersed across the countryside
and conscripted into bureaucratic labor, running enterprises and
government offices for the benefit of the peasant elite.
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Professor Sogbottom pulls a chunk of cheese
from the bottom of his knapsack and hands it to Madra. She breaks a
piece off and chews it slowly as the wagon grinds its way across
the endless plains.




The wagon encounters an odd cluster of
bushes, and an arrow twangs itself into the wooden seat between
them. Sogbottom looks at it and has a pang of realization.




“Brigands!”




The next few seconds are a blur as the old
horse freaks out and snaps itself loose, the sudden change in
velocity sends Madra flying from her seat at the front of the wagon
and face-first into the ground, and Sogbottom lifts up his seat to
grab a weapon.




As she loses consciousness, Madra is dimly
aware of the whistling of volleys of arrows and the frantic
footstomps and screams of their assailants.
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Zanther and Novanostrum are in the third
largest library in all of Upper Kleighton. A group of half a dozen
librarians take turns examining the map.




“Nope,” one said, “we don’t have anything
like that.”




“Nothing? No texts about Nasonic Monks and
their written language?” Novanostrum asks.




“Oh, sure, we’ve got lots of books like
that,” another one of them says, “but they were all written by
philosophers.”




Zanther claps Novanostrum on the shoulder.
“There’s nothing for it; we’ve got to go to the source of the
scribbles.”




“The Nasonic Temple,” one of the scholars
says, “is outside the village of Zweissergrund.”
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The village of Zweissergrund was founded
hundreds of years ago by Darrinian spies. Before heading to
Claustria to steal military secrets and before infiltrating the
Universitorium to snoop around for research projects with military
implications, they would provision themselves in Zweissergrund.
Originally, there were only a few sturdy houses occupied for a few
months every year. Over time, a few Darrinian families settled
there to protect the storehouses, and after five or six
generations, the place evolved into a small village catering to ski
tourists and elites from all over the region. The spies, rather
than going through all the bother of traveling to their various
target cities, started extracting secrets from their wealthy
visitors using blackmail, scandalous women, and a few darker
methods we won’t go into here.
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Madra awakens to find a cloth wrapped around
her forehead and the horse reattached to the wagon. Sogbottom looks
a little worse for the wear, but aside from a few scratches and
bruises he doesn’t appear to be severely injured.




“What the High Hell happened?” she asks.




“It was the damnedest thing,” he says,
“they’d surrounded us, and I thought for sure we were going to be
murdered, but before they could get close, the all ran away.
Something must’ve filled them with a holy terror, because they
never even looked back.”




Madra can’t see directly behind the
rapidly-progressing wagon. Far behind them, just before the horizon
line, one can almost make out a bunch of bloody bundles barely
visible within the tall grasses. Looking much more closely at these
bloody bundles, they’re people grasping their knees, eyes frozen
wide in terror, throats slit ear-to-ear.







Chapter 5: The Submount Steamtunnels
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They walk along the tracks leading into the
mountains. The tops of the mountains are dusted with thick snow,
and they can see storm clouds in the distance.




“So we’re going through the
mountains?” Zanther asks.




“I mean, why not? Someone built these tunnels
for a reason, right? And since nobody’s using them, we might as
well. We won’t have to worry about snowstorms and ravenous
mountaintop thunderbirds.”




“Just seems kind of dark…and…gloomy.”




In the distance, they can see the tracks meet
at the vanishing point, a tiny hole in the bottom of a huge
mountain, a tunnel. Novanostrum pulls out his longpipe and fills it
with a few shakes of glowing smokeweed. He lights it and blows a
few smoke rings.




“You’re scared of a cave? We made it
through the Deathstretch, we’ll make it through this. I don’t know
about you, but I don’t feel fated to die here. Do you?”




“Dying is for cowards and zealots.”
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Upon their arrival to the Universitorium,
Madra immediately goes to the first place she thinks she can find
Zanther and Novanostrum: the pub. She approaches a bald man holding
a big drink.




“Did you see a wizard and a knifesman come
through here recently?”




“Oh yeah. They were here until dawn this
morning. They were trying to get these girls to go with them to
Zweissergrund, but they wouldn’t have any part of it. I think they
already left town, though. The barkeep’s been looking for them all
day; seems one of them didn’t pay his tab.”




Madra runs back to the place where she left
Sogbottom, but both he and his wagon are gone. The bald man emerges
from the pub and walks up to her.




“Guess you’re on your way to Zweissergund,
huh?”




“Yes.”




“I grew up there. Name’s D’kassar,” he says,
shaking her hand, “until yesterday, I was teaching a class here,
but my entire department was sacked. Said they needed to expand the
Philosophy Department. So now I’m looking for a new gig. Need a
guide?”
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The mouth of the tunnel is rather
unceremonious. It consists only of a a stone archway and two metal
rails denoting the path inside.




“In the old days,” Novanostrum says,
“Steam-powered locomotes, basically big boxes with wheels and
engines, would pull containers through here.”




“Forgive my skepticism, but steam
doesn’t strike me as a very useful power source.”




“Well, it was revolutionary in its time, but
with advancements in magickal refinement, it came to be used less
and less.”




“I can see why.”




“However,” Novanostrum continued, “that was
not the reason these tunnels were abandoned.”




“Yeah? So why’d they stop using these
tunnels?”




“Things that went in had a nasty habit of not
coming out the other side.”
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Madra pawns off one of her more elaborate
pinky rings and they buy fur coats, powderblasts, and
mountain-climbing gear. She and her guide set off towards the
mountains carrying their new weapons and leather backsacks full of
bread, water, rope, and other random supplies.




“What are the powderblasts for?” she asks
D’kassar.




“All kinds of nastiness living up there in
the mountains. There’s supposedly a tunnel that goes under the
mountains, but you’d have to be insane to go that way.”
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Powderblasts are thick metal tubes filled
with steel balls and black powder, powered by a trigger and a
flint. They were developed in the Easternlands by obese Trinese
soldiers who didn’t want to walk all the way to their enemies to
kill them. They were later refined by armies across the continent
to become the de facto non-magickal weapon of choice for the
discriminating soldier-about-town.
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They carry torches to light their way. The
walls are sheets of smooth, bluish rock, pocked here and there by
veins of shiny, violet stones.




“Hey Nove, what are these shiny rocks? You
think they’re worth anything?”




“I don’t know, they seem a little familiar,
but I don’t recognize them. You’d think if they were worth any
money they’d have been stripped when the tunnels were first
dug.”




The tunnel suddenly widens into a very large
underground chamber. The walls are irregular, apparently the
natural features of a preexisting cavern.




“Hey!” Zanther shouts, his greeting echoing
through what seems like miles of tunnels and caverns. A few seconds
later, they hear a reply.




“Hey!” says an echo of Zanther’s voice as
Novanostrum gives himself a wizardly facepalm.




“You realize,” Novanostrum says, “that if
there’s anything down here, it DEFINITELY knows we’re down here
with it?”




“Good,” Zanther says, “it’d be nice to have
someone more interesting to talk to.”
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The air is thin, and Madra’s breath comes out
in puffs of steam. An aggressive goat charges her from behind a
rock, there’s an explosion as she squeezes the trigger of her
powderblast and fells the beast.




“Nice shot,” D’Kassar says.




“Thanks.”




They plow forward and snow begins to fall,
limiting their visibility. Madra snaps her head toward a sharp
whooping sound as two yeti, seemingly identical twins, run out of a
cave and straight for them.




“What the hell are those?” she asks.




“Reload your weapon.”




She does, and they both fire on the beasts,
to no effect.




“It’s just pissing them off!” she shouts.




“Forget it! Run!”
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They spend the next few minutes following the
tracks deeper, ever deeper into the mountain before they’re stopped
by a distant sound, the sound a thousand lizard-shaped footclaws
would make if they were running towards something. In the light of
their torches, they soon realize that the sound is, in fact, a
thousand lizard-shaped footclaws running towards something. The
footclaws are attached to feet, which are attached to lizard-shaped
people, which in turn are attached to rather large spears and
pickaxes.




“I think,” Zander says, “that we’re going the
wrong way. If I recall, there was a fork in the tunnel a while
back. That other way seemed like the right way.”




Novanostrum draws his staff and stands fast
against the oncoming horde. The lizard people stop in their tracks,
confused and awed by the sight of a pissed-off wizard.




“You! Don’t take another step! I’ll blast you
right out the other end of this mountain!”




“He’ll do it,” Zander says, “I saw him do it
just the other day.”




One of the smaller lizard people daintily
puts his foot in front of him and takes a step. Novanostrum
responds by attempting to summon a huge fireball, but all that
happens is that the stones wedged into the walls glow a bright
green, which causes Novanostrum to have a revelation.




“I remember now! We learned about these
stones at the Academy. They’re called Moonmight stones. They…absorb
magickal power…dammit.”




“I think it’s time to go,” Zander says, to
nobody in particular. He can hear Novanostrum’s rapid footfalls
receding into the distance.
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Madra and D’Kassar run down the mountain with
the yeti in hot pursuit. They spot a cottage in the distance and
dash towards it. As they get closer, an old man walks out to meet
them.




“Get inside grandpa,” Madra shouts, “they’re
coming!”




“Hey!” he shouts at the yeti, stopping them
in their tracks, “They don’t want to play! Go home!”




The twin yeti slink away, dejected.




“Wow,” D’Kassar says, “that was some neat
trick.”
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The Pontiflex Minor is the second-in-command
of the Crucifist Church. While the Grand Pontiflex has the final
say on any matter concerning the church, there are a lot of
official decisions that he doesn’t have time to make, and these are
made by the Pontiflex Minor.




A Pontiflex Minor is chosen by the Grand
Pontiflex upon his ascension to office.
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After sprinting down the side-tunnel of a
side-tunnel, Novanostrum and Zanther have managed to barricade
themselves inside a provisioning room used long ago by the miners
who dug the steamtunnel.




Novanostrum grabs a dusty mug from a metal
shelf, wipes it with his sleeve, and holds it under a nozzle
sticking out of one of the barrels. He twists the knob and a
frothy, amber liquid falls into his mug. He sniffs it, puts it to
his lips, and takes a draught.




“It’s beer, and…it’s good.”




A second later, Zanther’s filling his own
mug. “Oh man, it is good,” he says, trying to gauge how much
beer is left in the barrel and in the other barrels, “we should
probably hang out here for a while until those lizard people forget
about us.”
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Madra and D’kassar are sitting at a table
inside the old man’s hut, drinking hot cocoa.




“And that’s when my wife walked in! Heh, rest
her soul,” the old man says, eliciting laughter from his
guests.




“Ha! And did you explain to her that the
woman was just a witch responding to your ad in the Kleighton
Gadabout?”




“I was too embarrassed to tell her I took
that ad out in the first place. I had a big mole on my bum, and
rather than going to the apothecary and paying some physic to cut
it off, I thought I’d be clever-”




“And sell it to a witch!” D’Kassar
interjected.




“It’d be funny if my wife didn’t start
punching the witch and get herself turned into a groundpig.”




“But you got her changed back, right?” Madra
asked.




“No way to turn her back. Had that
groundpig for ten years, was a damn shame when it came time to eat
it.”




“No way!” D’kassar shouted.




“Yep, fed the thing to her family for Beaster
Feast. You see, I’d already told everyone long before that she’d
run off with a philosopher, but her parents still came to visit
once a year. Well, one year, when they showed up, I realized I’d
forgot to go the market, so…”
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Zanther and Novanostrum are each five beers
deep into a hazy midafternoon drunk.




“Hey Nove, I gotta ask you, if you’re some
big-shot wizard, why are you running around the countryside like
some bum. Shouldn’t you be flying on skyships and flanked by
servants?”




“I had some problems at the Academy. Compared
to the Universitorium, their courses are a little
more…rigorous.”




“Oh? Go on.”
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“Well, kids, it’s time for this old man to go
to bed. Like I said, in the morning we’ll walk on over to the
village and I’ll show you where Slotterhaus, the mayor, lives. I’m
sure he’ll be able to help you find your friends; it’s his job to
know what’s going on in Zweissergrund.”
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Feeling dehydrated and cranky, Zanther and
Novanostrum stagger cautiously out of the cave. Encouraged by the
lack of lizard people, they manage to make their way back to the
main tracks.




As they walk along the metal rails, they
notice a sound, a melodic sound, like a lullaby being plucked on
strings.




“Brace yourself,” Novanostrum says.




Varello appears, flanked by dozens of
serpentites. He plays a suspended second, and the lizard people
charge the two of them. Novanostrum swings his staff at them,
managing to clock one on the head, while Zanther cuts one through
its midsection and clangs his steel against the blade of yet
another.




“Don’t fight them, Zanther.”




Zanther has an epiphany and stops hacking
apart the lizards, instead charging towards Varello and bringing
his blade down through the lute, reducing it to a pile of strings
and splinters.




The lizards blink their huge eyes, conscious
of having been played as puppets against their will. They turn away
from Zanther and Novanostrum and crowd around Varello, flicking
their long, forked tongues in anger.




Zanther and Novanostrum take this opportunity
to stealthily back away from the crowd and then run towards the
exit.




Varello reaches inside the breast pocket of
his coat and produces a small wooden flute.






Chapter 6: Zweissergrund
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Zanther and Novanostrum tromp up the
snow-covered path, spotting an idyllic mountain village like
something out of a fairy tale. The log buildings are immaculate,
with cheerful children and smiling wives visible in the windows. In
the distance, they can see a ski lodge with rosy-cheeked tourists
puffing out clouds of steam. Zanther and Novanostrum look at each
other, horrified, and they keep walking up the path toward the
pagoda-shaped pagoda perched ominously at the top of a nearby
mountain.




“Let’s just find these monks and make tracks
to somewhere warm,” Zanther says.




“You realize you’re traveling with a
world-class wizard. There’s no reason either of us should
needlessly suffer this infernal climate.”




“Yeah, so what can you do? Magick the sun a
little closer? Apparate me some whiskey? Summon a centaur and cut
it open so I can climb inside?”




Novanostrum reaches up his sleeve and pulls
out a very, very long scarf and hands it to Zanther.




“Gee…thanks.”
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The butler leads Madra and D’kassar into
Slotterhaus’ office. He’s a squat man, and the top of his head is
devoid of hair.




“You! I hear you used to be a Nasonic monk. I
also hear you’re pretty handy with a powderblast,” he says to
D’kassar, “I could really use a ski instructor with those kinds of
skills.”




“And you,” he says, turning his gaze to
Madra, “I bet there’s a job here for you, too.”
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They reach the giant stone temple and pound
on the double doors. Inside, Zanther hears strange shouting and
grunting. Novanostrum can hear footsteps on the other side of the
door. They wait for the doors to open.




After three solid minutes, nothing happens.
Zanther pounds on the doors again.




They look at each other, both of them getting
irritated and confused. Zanther tries pulling the door open, only
to find it locked. Novanostrum telekinetically moves the springs
and gears in the lock, trying to force the mechanism open. They
hear a click, and Zanther tries the door again. Again, nothing
happens.




Novanostrum inspects the door handle, the
hinges and the lock.




“Damned thing is welded shut.”




“Guess these guys don’t get out much,”
Zanther says.




“Well, how do we get in?” Novanostrum asks as
they both hear an ear-splitting scream.




“Are we sure we want to?”
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Skyships were the brainchild of Nardolo di
Medizzo (actually, the skyship was one of his many brainchildren),
created when he tried to throw up into a sack after a white wine
binge, but burped instead. The air made the bag rise and, a few
months later, the first skyship took flight. Over time, the crew of
wino belchers was replaced by more efficient means, and an industry
took shape.
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Novanostrum sits a few yards away, puffing at
his pipe and looking over the façade of the building. Zanther has
his ear pressed to the wall, listening to the strange shouting and
grunting inside.




The wall in front of them is solid stone,
flat, and forty feet high. Above that is a small roof, and the next
floor is indented inward five or six feet, in true pagoda fashion.
All told, the building is seven stories high, all stone, and no
windows.




“Can’t you blast a hole in this wall with a
lightning bolt or something?”




“Yeah. They’ll be really eager to help us if
I do that.”




“I mean, they’re just monks. We could
probably rough them up a little. No big deal.”




“Here’s my thinking, Zanther. There are
living people in there, so they’ve got to get food and water and
oxygen, so it’s logical to assume that people go in and out of this
building.”




“You’re saying there must be another door
somewhere. Well, let’s start looking for it.”




“Clearly it’s hidden. There could be a tunnel
through this mountain, or it could be concealed by magick. Rather
than try and cover this whole area inch-by-inch, it might behoove
us to go back to that village and sniff around for
information.”




“That creepy-looking village with the
gingerbread houses? I bet they don’t even have a pub.”




“Zanther, if there is one universal truth
I’ve discovered during my travels, it’s this: there is
always a pub.”
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Compared to the rest of the village, the pub
is an island of normalcy. It resembles a pub in the two most
important ways a pub can be resembled: firstly, it sells alcoholic
drinks, and secondly, and it’s full of drunks. Zanther spends a
minute unwinding his unwieldy scarf and hangs it on a peg. He
strolls over to the bar and plops himself into a seat.




“What’s your drink?”




“I’d like a Mongovian Brain Blaster.”




“Those are my favorite, too. However, we
don’t have those; we don’t have everything you need to make
‘em.”




“Okay, well, how about a Screwdropper?”




“Don’t have those, either.”




“Okay, well, do you have a menu somewhere of
what you do have?”




“All we serve is Muscov Gin.”




“So why did you ask me what I wanted?”




“Well, if you said you wanted Muscov Gin, I’d
serve you that.”




“I’ll have a Muscov Gin.”




“Good choice.”
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After his third Muscov Gin, Zanther wobbles
on his barstool as Novanostrum takes a seat next to him, rubbing
his red hands together. The bartender, recognizing the robes as
belonging to a high-level wizard, most likely with the ability to
reduce the place to a smoking crater and the potential to produce
large sums of cash, runs over to the two of them.




“Wizard, what’s your drink?”




“Can I get a Mongovian Brain Blaster?”




“Sure thing.”




Zanther gives them both a sour look and sizes
up his fourth Muscov Gin.




“Sorry to keep you waiting, Zanth. Did you
have any luck finding out about the temple?”




“Temple…what temple?”




Novanostrum nods, unsurprised. The bartender
brings his drink.




“Hey, bartender, we need to get into that
temple up on the mountain. How do we go about doing that?”




“Don’t know why you’d want to go in there.
Those Nasonic monks are all a bunch of nutters. Anyway, about ten
years ago they stocked up on enough rice and beer to last an entire
century and shut themselves up in there for good, to await the
return of some prophet or something. Nobody goes in or out.”




“So, if nobody can get in or out, how’s their
messiah supposed to get in?”




“Well, the way I understand it, that’s the
point; he was kind of a bastard. Killed thousands in the name of
some god or another. When he was finally being lowered into the
volcano, he swore he’d come back. So those guys, those Nasonic
monks built a fortress and they hide in it in case he makes good on
his promise.”




“That’s a shame,” Novanostrum said, “we
really need to speak to a Nasonic monk.”




“Would an ex-monk do? I hear there’s one at
the Mayor’s mansion right now.”
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The Grand Pontiflex is the head of the
Crucifist Church. The position itself is an office filled by the
person elected by the Grand Crucifist Council composed of every
Priester and Plus-Priester in Upper Kleighton. A new Grand
Pontiflex is chosen upon the death of the former. In theory, any
member of the Crucifist church is eligible to become a
candidate.




In practice, candidates always have a rank of
Regional Plus-Priester or higher.
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The butler leads them into Slotterhaus’
office, where a red-faced Madra is protesting about something.




“I refuse to be your concubine,” she says,
“I’m a QUEEN. With a few words, I could have this little backwater
burgh burned to ashes.”




“Hey, Madra,” Zanther mumbles.




Sitting behind his desk, Slotterhaus regards
his new guests’ tattered clothes briefly, and focuses his attention
back on Madra.




“I don’t see any soldiers around here, girl.
Aside from my own, I mean.”




Novanostrum chooses this moment to interject,
“Mister Slotterhaus, yeah? We’re looking for an ex-monk we were
told might be around here. Also, just for the record, she is
a queen, albeit a really bitchy one.”




“Well, beggar, how about this. You convince
her to stay here, and I’ll tell you where you can find this
monk.”




“Novanostrum!” Madra shouts, “Burn this place
to the ground!”




Zanther, still drunk and confused, says,
“Shouldn’t we get out of it first? Yeah?”




Slotterhaus nods at the butler, and a few
soldiers appear in the doorway. Novanostrum looks at them, then at
Slotterhaus.




“Listen, buddy. I’ve had one hell of a bad
day so far. First it was these lizard people trying to eat me, then
it was this temple full of lunatics, and add to that the fact that
I’ve got a hormonal whore-queen screaming at me. Now there’s this
bald little pimple of a man, you, threatening me with your
toy soldiers. I feel a headache coming on. You know what happens
when a wizard gets a headache?”




As he says this, the drapes catch fire and
the walls start shaking. Slotterhaus reevaluates the situation.




“You know, I think we got off on the wrong
foot there, all of us. I’ll open a tab for you at the pub, I’ll
send the monk out to meet you, and you can all stay here as my
guests tonight. I’m sure you’ll want to be on your way tomorrow,
yes?”




“Absolutely,” Zanther says.
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Upper Kleighton’s preferred unit of currency
is the dodecker. It’s a small golden coin, denominated to be worth
one-twelfth of a goat. Since it’s inconvenient for most Upper
Kleightonians to walk around with a herd of goats, wealth is
measured in dodeckers.




Once, an aspiring economist studying at the
Universitorium went on a goat-killing rampage to prove a theory
that his money would be worth more if there were fewer goats. His
theory proved correct, resulting in massive deflation and hard
economic times for over a dodecade.




He was expaled for his efforts, and many
scholasts dropped out of the Universitorium to take up
goat-herding.
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On their way back to the bar, they see a very
ragged and tattered Professor Sogbottom haggling with a salesman
over the price of a small caravan and a horse. After the salesman
is gone, Madra introduces Zanther and Novanostrum to the
Professor.




“What the hell happened to you, man?” Zanther
asks.




“It was that damned Yeti. I was lucky to
‘scape with my life.”




“Well, we’re all going to have drinks on the
Mayor,” Madra says, “I’m sure he won’t mind buying a few extras,
should you care to join us.”




“Sounds refreshing.”
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He’s clothed entirely in black rags, hundreds
of them tied together, the fabric stretching and bulging over his
muscular red frame. Holding Slotterhaus up by his neck, the mayor
can just barely make out two burning yellow corneas in a slit
between the rags covering his face.




“They’ll all *choke* be staying
here tonight.”




He drops Slotterhaus on the floor, and he’s
gone.




[image: tmp_53294cbb7091bcdf58a4c890d422e5f9_DJDfgg_html_m317feb77.png] [image: tmp_53294cbb7091bcdf58a4c890d422e5f9_DJDfgg_html_38bf99e1.png] [image: tmp_53294cbb7091bcdf58a4c890d422e5f9_DJDfgg_html_m1d1856bd.png] [image: tmp_53294cbb7091bcdf58a4c890d422e5f9_DJDfgg_html_6282fa5b.png] [image: tmp_53294cbb7091bcdf58a4c890d422e5f9_DJDfgg_html_6b23098.png]

They walk into the pub to find a large table
cleared, and D’kassar is already waiting for them. A waitress takes
their orders, and Zanther and Novanostrum sit on both sides of
D’kassar, ready for business. Zanther slaps the map down on the
table.




“We’ve heard this map is written in
characters that can only be read by the ‘top-tier’ Nasonic monks.
We need to get into the temple so we can figure out what it says.
We tried pounding on the door, but nobody answered.”




“Doesn’t surprise me. They probably didn’t
hear you. Part of the training for becoming a Nasonic monk is to
have your eardrums punctured, you know, to ‘avoid distraction’. The
other part of the training is learning how to write those horrible
little characters. There’s all kinds of rules and it takes forever
to do it properly. That’s why I left, actually. The ear thing
would’ve been bad enough, but those little characters are
murder.”




“Yeah, well,” Zanther says, “can you get us
in?”




“Why? I can read it for you. Can’t
write it worth a damn, but I can read it. All our sacred
prayers and sacred threats were written in it, as were our
toilet-scrubbing assignments.”




Zanther and Novanostrum exchange a
glance.




“So what does it say?” Novanostrum asks.




D’kassar looks it over. “Well, it looks like
it’s just an ordinary map of Upper Kleighton.”




“Yeah, we can see that. Turn it over,
there’s more writing.”




“Oh, right. Let’s see, ‘Six barrels of beer,
smokeweed, prophylaxis, leg of yafbeest’ is what it says.”




“Do you think it’s a recipe for a magickal
potion?” Zanther asks.




“I think the map’s previous owner was a drunk
who wrote a shopping list on it. What else does it say?”
Novanostrum asks.




“Ah, here it is, ‘In the second house, in the
house of the Gods, where the bull charges the sea.’ and that’s all
it says.”




“Where the bull charges the sea?” Madra asks,
“What the High Hell is that supposed to mean?”




Zanther smacks himself on the face. “I’m so
stupid. The drunk I won the map off of, he was this deaf Priester
who gambled away his church. ‘The house of the gods’ is probably
his church in Port San-torus.”




“San-torus,” Novanostrum says, “Taurus, the
bull. It makes sense.”




The Professor nods. “Actually, I’m on my way
there. The traders have all the ingredients I use in my Good-tyme
Tonick. Would you like a ride? I’m leaving in the morning.”
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The Libros Majorum refers both to the
pseudo-secret sect of Librarians throughout Upper Kleighton and to
the man himself, the so-called Head Librarian. Little is known
about him, but it’s rumored he’s a Maximagus of the First Circle
who fears neither man nor beast nor God. Whether out of fear or
respect, it’s rumors of this great power that keep the leaders of
the nations of Upper Kleighton from inhibiting the activities of
the aforementioned Librarians, carting their books to and fro
across the land.




Once, just once, a Darrinian king of ages
past dared to invoke the wrath of the Libros Majorum by ordering
the expaling of a group of Librarians traveling through his lands.
The day after the executions, the king was nowhere to be seen, but
sitting on his throne was a book, bound in flesh, containing what
was believed to be a running narrative of the complete inner
monologue of said king, running eight hundred pages and ending with
the following lines:




Thatt should teache him to infringe upon my
lands. Imagine! A foreigner trying to impose his will upon
the great Darrinian State. A-ho, what’s this? An inttruder? I must
summon the guards and have this beggar drawn and quartered. What’s
he holding? It’s…it’s a…




The narrative ends there.
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He creaks open the door to Zanther’s room,
and within seconds he has sliced open the mass he thought was
Zanther’s body, only to be hit by a shower of feathers.




Pillows.




Hearing the commotion in the room next door,
Zanther and Madra quickly get dressed and slip out the window onto
the roof of the veranda, taking turns dropping (un)gracefully to
the ground below.




Investigating the noises, Novanostrum flings
the door open only to be greeted by a flock of flying metal
projectiles zipping toward him at extreme velocities. He steels
himself, and the weapons bounce off him and fall to the floor. It’s
now when he notices the daemon assassin charging at him with some
sort of edge weapon, something on the order of a scimitar but with
all sorts of extra angles and points protruding from it.
Novanostrum holds up his wooden staff to counter the blow.




Novanostrum conjures a fireball and flings it
at the daemon, but the assassin conjures a bigger one, and they
meet in mid-air, causing the room to explode. The wizard is blasted
right through a window and onto the cold ground next to where
Zanther and Madra are standing. At the end of the street, they can
see Sogbottom packing his new wagon with supplies he is apparently
stealing from a closed shop. They pick up Novanostrum by his arms
and rush to the wagon.




“Time to go, is it?” Sogbottom asks.







Chapter 7: The Longmeadow




[image: tmp_53294cbb7091bcdf58a4c890d422e5f9_DJDfgg_html_m317feb77.png] [image: tmp_53294cbb7091bcdf58a4c890d422e5f9_DJDfgg_html_38bf99e1.png] [image: tmp_53294cbb7091bcdf58a4c890d422e5f9_DJDfgg_html_m1d1856bd.png] [image: tmp_53294cbb7091bcdf58a4c890d422e5f9_DJDfgg_html_6282fa5b.png]

The four of them roll down the path in
Sogbottom’s wagon. Novanostrum and Sogbottom are sitting on the
wooden bench, with Zanther and Madra sleeping inside (presumably)
on separate fold-out bunks.




“So how much farther is it to Port
San-torus?” Novanostrum asks.




“Maybe a three days’ ride,” Sogbottom says as
he takes a hit from a bottle of tonick.




“What’s in that stuff, anyway?”




“Little of this, little of that. Mostly
alcohol and a few choice herbs.”




“You got any more of it?”




“’Til I get to the Port to make more, this
bottle’s all I’ve got. Here, try some.”




Novanostrum takes a drag of the potent
potion, his eyes widen, he coughs, and tongues of flame shoot out
his nostrils.




“Neat trick,” Sogbottom says, impressed.




“So when do you plan on telling the other two
your little secret?”




Sogbottom scowls. “Not much gets past you,
does it, wizard? I gather they’ll figure it out when the time is
right.”
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The inhabitants of Upper Kleighton often
spend their nights gazing up at their two moons, Phoebe and
Demeter. Roughly the same size, they go through their phases at
different times, save for the rare night when they’re both fully
illuminated. This event, known as a ‘dual moon’ happens, on
average, once every six years.




That’s not to say that it happens every six
years, it would take a full-blown arithmancer to calculate with any
accuracy their orbits and phases. For example, there might be two
dual moons in one year, but the next one might not occur for ten
years. It’s not a random system, but it’s complex enough that it
might as well be.




As you might have guessed, there are all
sorts of superstitions tied to the occurrence of a dual moon. Lots
of couples have sex, for one. Perhaps believing the two shining
orbs to be representative of their union, or just looking for an
excuse, who knows?
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Above them, a skyship plies its way across
the clear sky. The Longmeadow stretches out before them, its
monotony of tall grasses broken only by the occasional river or
tree. In the distance, they can see a cluster of tiny houses.




“We should stop and fuel up the horse,”
Sogbottom says.




There are five houses facing each other in a
pentagon. The houses themselves are tall triangles of plank wood
with rounded front doors. Tattered cloaks hang on the drying lines
connecting the houses. Sogbottom ties the horse to a post and
knocks on the nearest door.




There’s no answer.




Madra finds a pile of stuff next to the
marble fountain in the commons between the houses. There’s a barrel
of feed, a barrel of water, and a sack containing hard bread.
Attached to the barrel is a wooden placard which reads ‘Take what
you need’.




Zanther and Novanostrum try knocking on the
other doors, with no answer at any of the houses. The last house
they approach has a sign on the door which says, ‘Feel free to stay
in this house for the night’. They walk back to the others.




“So what do we do?” Madra asks.




“I vote we stay. Professor, your thoughts?”
Zanther says.




“It appears they have made their hospitable
intentions clear. I see no reason not to take them up on it.”




“I don’t like it,” Novanostrum says, “how do
we know they don’t have this all set up so they can rob people in
their sleep?”




“Nove,” Zanther says, “I’ve seen you kill
hundreds of ravenous monsters in one shot. Are you telling me
you’re afraid of some houses and a few barrels?”




“Fine. We’ll stay. I’ll keep a watch while
you guys sleep.”
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Novanostrum sits on the rocking chair on the
house’s front porch, gazing at the ominous dual full moons shining
in the sky. Inside, Zanther, Madra, and Sogbottom snore vigorously.
Novanostrum lights his pipe, surveying the dark fields.




The horse whinnies, and Novanostrum snaps his
head in the direction of the commotion, but sees nothing. He walks
over to the horse, but continues to sees nothing.




A breeze stirs the grasses and a crow caws
somewhere in the distant night.




Nove, you’re being paranoid. He steps
inside the house and locks the door behind him. He sits on a bed,
feeling an immense fatigue he hadn’t noticed before. The snoring of
the others is cacophonous, extreme. Also, he hasn’t known Zanther
to be a snorer. That is because…because…




Zanther doesn’t snore.




Novanostrum rolls out of bed and into a
defensive crouch.




“Hey! Wake up!” he shouts.




The others don’t stir.




Novanostrum apparates his staff from his
sleeve and slams the end of it onto the floorboards, rattling the
house’s foundation and calling forth an earsplitting sonic wave
audible for miles in every direction.




They continue sleeping.




It’s now when the scratching starts.
Scratching at the windows, scratching at the door, scratching on
the walls. Novanostrum swears he even hears scratching inside the
room. Inside the chimney, he can hear tiny claws scraping on
stone.




A bat falls out of the chimney, squeaking and
seizing on the flame in the fireplace. It chirps as it zips out at
Novanostrum, sinking a few claws into his forearm and causing him
to drop his staff. What he doesn’t notice during this encounter is
the viper poised to strike behind his ankle.




With a snap, the viper clamps down on calf.
Novanostrum shrieks in pain.




Busy simultaneously trying to stomp the snake
and swat at the bat, the windows at each end of the house are
shattered as pale, skinny bodies fling themselves inside and
surround Novanostrum. One of them picks up his staff and flings a
fireball at him, blasting him across the room and in between
Zanther and Madra’s beds.




On the ground, Novanostrum tries to produce
his own fireball, his own earthquake, something. Whether it’s due
to the viper’s poison or the incapacitation of his left arm, he
doesn’t know, but his magick is not forthcoming.




“Time to go old-school, I guess,” he says,
picking Zanther’s longknife up from the floor and charging into the
crowd of invaders.




They bare their sharp canines at him and
swarm.




“Nosfers,” he says, realizing the extent of
his predicament.
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The Nosfer are a sunlight-hating breed of
humanoid parasite. They’re immortal in the way a tree is immortal:
they can live forever unless they’re cut down. Most practical
knowledge about Nosfers concerns ways to kill them, because of
their inherent threat to humanity and common decency. Sure, they
drink human blood, but the main reason they are hated is for their
glamour and large endowments. The males with their pulsating
members, the females with their generous bosoms. They are experts
in seduction and manipulation.




How do you kill one? Garlic won’t do it. A
stake to the heart, well, that’s a damn fine way to piss one off.
The only real way to kill one is to sever the head and burn the
remains to ash using a fire, or sunlight, if you’ve got some. Now,
if you happen to be an apothecary and you have access to the blood
of a seagoat, and if you can make a Nosfer drink it, this will
render them mortal.




However, seagoats and apothecaries (with the
relatively recent advent of Guild-based Physickal Insurance
schemes) are both considered to be largely apocryphal.
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He tries to beat them away with the
longknife, but they start to overpower him. One of them grabs his
arm, inadvertently twisting the outer ring on the face of his
wristwatch.




Time slows, and Novanostrum finds himself
suddenly able to move with great celerity. The powerful blade comes
down again and again, each time severing a Nosfer head from its
body. With the undead dead, he chops the snake into pieces. He
picks up his staff and shoots a fireball at the bat still flapping
around the room, blasting it right out the window and probably
halfway to Phoebe.




Time picks up again as he collapses onto his
bed. Outside, the first traces of dawn are visible, giving every
indication that this sunrise will be a brilliant one. The first
sunbeams of the day enter the room, seeking out the bloody,
contorted Nosfer remains. Upon contact with this sunlight, the
bodies and heads melt to ash.
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Zanther stretches his arms and yawns. He sits
up in his bed and yells at Novanostrum.




“Hey! Thought you were gonna stay up and keep
watch, and here you are, asleep on the job! You’d never be able to
cut it as a guard.”




Zanther is surprised to see his longknife fly
by his head, lodging itself in the wall.







Chapter 8: Port San-torus
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The horse’s hooves clomp along the
cobblestone boulevard winding through Port San-torus. Pubs and inns
line the left side of the road, while the right side opens to a
large common area set up like a bazaar. Scraggly merchants from
across Upper Kleighton (and even a few from elsewhere) sit behind
tables and in stalls hocking exotic fruits, exotic gems,
strange-smelling meats, tiny mechanical contraptions, weapons,
mysterious vials, and more.




“This is a pretty big place,” Novanostrum
says, “the map could’ve been more specific about just where the
Nexus Sketch is within this commercial bedlam.”




“He was a Priester, right?” Madra says, “I’d
think the most logical place to look would be a church. ‘House of
the Gods,’ it said. How about that church over there?”




Zanther squints his eyes. “Looks more like a
brothel to me. We’d better check it out.”




Sogbottom stops the wagon, and the other
three hop off. “I’ve just got to tie this up and get some water for
the horse. I’ll catch up in a little while.”
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A wizard’s title is determined by two
factors: the type of wizard he is, and his rank. There are many
types of wizards, but the most elite are the Maximagi. All wizards
of the Fifth Circle and above are considered Maximagi. Within the
classification Maximagus there are a few specialties, such
as Necromagi (wizards who have the ability to conjure spirits or
raise the dead), Magilinguists (wizards who can do powerful magic
without staves, and can associate particular phrases with
particular spells, which are then usable by other Magilinguists),
and Astromagi (who can travel freely between the spheres).




The lowest rank of wizard is Tenth Circle. An
ambitious wizard has two ways to improve his rank. The first is to
be granted a new rank by an instructor (or any wizard who is at
least two circles higher), and the second way is to mortally defeat
a higher-ranking wizard in battle. While the first method usually
doesn’t allow much rank-skipping, a highly-motivated Tenth Circle
could (theoretically) defeat a First Circle and assume his rank.
This doesn’t happen as often as you might think, the first reason
being that high-ranking wizards are notoriously hard to kill, and
the second reason being that a subpar wizard stumbling into a
super-high rank would be the target of every rank-climbing wizard
in Upper Kleighton.




A strange effect of the two-circle rule is
that there are now almost no Second Circle wizards. First Circles
can only grant the rank of Third Circle, and if a Third Circle
kills a First Circle, he becomes a First Circle. While a few Second
Circle wizards do exist, they’re very old, and as of yet nobody has
survived an attempt to convince one to divulge how he came about
his rank.




Now, assuming nobody kills anybody else,
instructors use some loose guidelines when determining a pupil’s
appropriate ranking. Ninth Circles should be able to produce some
kind of fireball. Seventh circles should have the ability to turn
water into a decent-tasting ale. Fifth Circles must be able to
summon (and accurately hit a target with) lightning. Third Circles
should have a mastery of earthquakes and meteorites. Also, each of
these guidelines is usually paired with a specific task where said
ability can be demonstrated and supervised by an instructor. Rather
than a pass/fail system, instructors tend to utilize a live/die
grading rubrick, at least for the higher levels.
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From the outside, the building does indeed
look much like a church. The only unchurchlike things about it are
the drunks and scantily-clad women filing in and out. Inside,
despite the debauchery happening on tables and tiny stages and
presumably within the confessionals, some traces of the building’s
original purpose are still visible. Religious relics hang on the
walls, large x-shaped golden crosses and paintings of saints. Pews
have been chopped up and converted into booths, with dancing girls
shaking their flesh above customers, trying to get tips, trying to
convince them to step off to somewhere more private.




Madra and Zanther manage to find an empty
booth, while Novanostrum heads off to locate a toilet. Zanther
plops a handful of dodeckas onto the table and signals one of the
girls. She takes their drink orders and walks over to the bar,
returning a few moments later with a frothy mug of yellow liquid
and a fruity blue drink.




Zanther takes a big swig of the fruity blue
drink, staring at the endowments of the hostess leaning on their
table.




“You want me to dance for you?”




“No thanks,” she says, “why don’t I
dance for you?”




She stands on their table, shaking her assets
in Zanther’s face. After a few minutes of gyrating and contorting,
he helps her clamber off the table and back to her feet. As she
gets ready to walk away, Zanther notices she has a golden coin
stuck to her ass. He reaches to peel it off.




It’s at this point when several things happen
at once.




Feeling the hand on her ass, the girl turns
around and slaps Zanther in the face. Another drunk patron notices
the girl’s distress and rushes over to defend her honor, landing a
few punches on Zanther before he realizes what’s happening.




In an instant, people are circled around the
two of them watching them trade blows. Zanther gets the worst of a
roundhouse kick, flying into a wall and dislodging a picture in a
frame. It crashes onto his head, showering him with glass and
wooden fragments of the frame. A folded piece of paper flutters
down.




It’s now when the daemon assassin comes
bursting in through the skylight, sending screaming patrons and
prostitutes running in every direction. Zanther looks up at the
charging red ball of muscle, too dazed to react. The daemon
snatches up the folded piece of paper.




Madra is still sitting at the table, shocked.
She takes a swig of her drink.




“Aha! This must be it. The key to my
freedom,” he says, opening the paper and looking at the Nexus
Sketch. His face contorts into a horrible grimace and he starts to
dissolve.




“I’ve...I’ve been tricked…”
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Novanostrum walks over from the general
direction of the bathroom, looking refreshed, when Sogbottom comes
rushing in.




“Crucifers! The town is positively swarming
with them, we’ve got to get out of—ah! The map!” he says, lunging
for the tattered paper. He grabs it and rushes toward the fire.
Zanther and Novanostrum both dart towards him, with Zanther
managing to connect with a flying tackle just a second after the
paper touches the flame.




Sogbottom is knocked into a table, his beard
and hair coming loose. Zanther raises his eyebrows.




“You!? You spoony bard! What the hell did you
do that for? That wasn’t the…”




It’s at this point when a horde of Crucifers
kick the door open and swarm into the church. Novanostrum pulls out
his trusty staff and swings it around his head, knocking the
soldiers back with a burst of energy.




“It’s time to GO! Let’s get out!” he says,
jumping over the writhing mass of longknives and armor. Madra and
Zanther follow suit.
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The streets are filled with troops, troops
who didn’t necessarily know what they were looking for, but who are
at least clever enough to realize that people running must need
chasing. So they give chase.




With a mass of soldiers in pursuit, the three
of them run for their lives. Varello appears from amidst the mass,
riding atop a charging bull, stampeding over bystanders and sending
Crucifers flying. “Follow me!” he shouts as he charges past.




Madra gives Zanther a confused look. “Do we
follow him?”




Zanther tosses a glance over his shoulder at
the stampede of Crucifers, then back at Madra. He nods.




Varello’s bull gallops towards the docks,
where he leaps off his mount and lands on his feet, running,
leading them down a pier and up the gangplank of a large ship.
Zanther and Madra follow, and Novanostrum is the last one aboard.
He sends a fireball right at the middle of the gangplank, blasting
it to splinters. The bull is quickly surrounded by more Crucifers,
both the beast and the men seem unhappy about the situation.




The ship is full of startled men in
robes.




“Let’s go!” Novanostrum shouts.




One of the men is looking at the town through
a telescope. He appears to be the captain, as his hat is fancier
than the hats of he others. “TO SEA!” he bellows.




The four of them sit gasping, collapsed
around a mast as the sails unfurl and the anchor is hoisted up. The
soldiers on the shore have gleefully taken to pelting the boat with
powderblasts, which the sailors are joyfully answering with cannon
fire. A few cannonballs is all it takes to disperse the soldiers
and most of the pier.




Zanther looks over at Novanostum. “I’m
surprised that worked. You’re really persuasive.”




It’s now when the captain walks over to join
them.




“We didn’t help you because of the wizard,”
he whispers to Zanther, “we just really effing hate those
guys.”




He points at the tiny soldier-like specks
running around on the remains of the pier.







Chapter 9: The SS Codex
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The Captain, an agreeable enough if not
overly laid-back sort of fellow, is taking his guests on a tour of
the ship. As soon as they get below decks, they all can’t help but
noticing one thing: books. Tons of books. Piles of books. Books,
books, books.




Books on tilted shelves lining the walls
(tilted up at a 45 degree angle to prevent them from falling out
with every movement of the ship), books in boxes, everywhere they
look, they see books. Newish books, tattered books, dog-eared
books, all categories of books are represented.




“We’re a sort of floating lending library,”
the Captain explains, “the Libros Majorum oversees libraries all
around Upper Kleighton, and we travel between them exchanging
books. In this way, all of the Majorum’s libraries are able to
function as one giant library.”




“So what’s your problem with the Crucifers?”
Zanther asks.




“We believe in the spread of knowledge. Books
are primarily sources of information, of science, of learning. The
Crucifers support ignorance, they burn books, they hate science and
innovation. They’re constantly trying to stifle us, but our
knowledge of science always keeps us supplied with better
weapons.”




Looking glum, the Captain leans on the ship’s
railing, gazing down at the water below. He sees two fish pass each
other going opposite directions.




After their tour, the four of them sit around
a table in the galley, regaining their composure. Zanther
occasionally sips liquor from a bottle. Novanostrum smokes his
longpipe. Zanther looks across at Varello.




“We walked all the way across the continent
looking for that scrap of paper…why’d you destroy it?”




“I have an axe to grind with the Pontiflex
Minor. He wanted your map, so keeping him from acquiring it seemed
like a good idea at the time. I didn’t realize it wasn’t the
map.”




“Yeah, well, that wasn’t an ordinary piece of
paper. It was apparently some kind of holy relic. You and
Novanostrum missed it, but one glance at it zapped that demon to
dust.”




Varello’s eyes light up.




“The…Nexus Sketch…was real? Well, that means
the original painting must be real as well.”




“What do you mean ‘the original painting’?”
Zanther says.




“If you’re really curious,” Madra says,
motioning at the books surrounding them, “why don’t you do a little
research?”
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Amongst themselves, wizards refer to each
other as ‘circles’ (from their ranks, i.e. Seventh Circle, etc.)
and to non-wizards as ‘squares’ (i.e. not a circle). Now, contrary
to what a wizard would have you believe, there’s no progenic
predisposition towards magickal abilities any more than people are
born lawyers or philosophers. Some people are born with attributes
that make them better wizards, but with the proper training, nearly
anybody can (theoretically) become a wizard.




That being said, most wizards come from
wizarding families, and most wizarding families are wealthy nobles
living in or near Arcania. Since a large proportion of young
wizards don’t make it home from the Academy, wizarding families
tend to be large.




It might seem sexist to mention this, but it
needs to be said: there are no female wizards.




Wizards are always, without exception, male.
This is the direct result of the ancient war between the
Paterlinguists and the citizens of Arcania, where the
Paterlinguists fought murderously on behalf of the precision of
language, and the Arcanians fought savagely for their right to live
peacefully without being hassled all the time about said precision
of language. After thousands of deaths and hundreds of thousands of
dodeckas of property damage, the end result is this:




Female magick-users are called witches.
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It takes the help of three librarian sailors
to track it down, but eventually they find a book with information
about the Nexus Sketch. Not a lot of information (the book is a
catalog of religious relics, mostly dealing with which churches
have which fingers of which saints) but the relevant passage reads
as follows:




During the Battle of Abbot’s Cove, when the
Trinese forces overwhelmed the Cruciffers defending the Deus
Palatium, an Ex-plosion knocked loose a Wall exposing a giant
Antechamber containing a certain Painting. One of the Trinese
Soldiers, overwhelmed with Emotion at the Sight of the Painting,
used a Piece of charred Wood to make a Rough Drawring of the
Picture to show his Family.




All of the soldiers present, upon seeing the
Painting, swore allegiance to Pontiflex Chastis ZI on the Spot and
drove away the Remainder of the Trinese forces. Pontiflex Chastis,
upon seeing the Power of the Painting on the Minds of the Soldiers,
ordered it Destroyed in the Name of the common Good.




The Trinese Soldier who made the original
Drawring became a Priester and founded his own Church in a City by
the Sea. What the Drawring and the Painting actually depict is a
Subject of much Debate and Speculation by Phillosophers.




Novanostrum rereads the passage. “Destroyed
in the name of the common good? Something with that kind of power?
Just doesn’t seem very Crucifer-like to me.”




“You think it’s still there somewhere in the
Deus Palatium?” Zanther asks.




“I’d bet your life on it.”
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A messenger runs into the chamber where the
Pontiflex Minor is sitting on his marble throne.




“News from Santoris, your Graciousness.”




“Speak, messenger.”




“A daemon was sighted in a brothel, but all
that remains of him is ash. The Athiests were located, but seem to
have escaped on a library ship bound for Arcania, your
Graciousness.”




“Send word to our man in Arcania that this
library ship must be intercepted upon its arrival.”




The messenger gives a deep bow and runs back
down the corridor. Inside the room with the Pontiflex Minor, a
dozen old men in funny hats have their heads bent as they try to be
as pious as possible but succeed only in being very quiet. The
Pontiflex Minor paces the room, speaking to himself.




“Have they found it yet? It does not matter.
We can’t risk a revolution, least of all a revolution by our own
troops; they must be dealt with. They must be
dodecimated.”




“You!” he shouts, pointing at one of the old
men, “There is a silver urn in my bedchambers. Fetch it.”




“And you!” he shouts again, pointing at
another old man, “There is a statue in the hall outside the Grand
Treasury holding a serpent-shaped staff. Bring it here.”




He waits a few moments, and they both return,
bearing the requested artifacts. He unscrews the top of the urn and
shakes handfuls of red powder onto the floor in the shape of a
large circle. Within the large circle he drops more powder into the
shape of a septagram. The Pontiflex Minor then takes the staff and
pounds the point of it into the edge of the circle, causing the
entire thing to burst into flame. He waves the staff in a
complicated series of movements and a portal opens above the star.
Out of the portal, a horde of angry-looking demons emerge.
Immediately, they swarm the old men and start tearing them
apart.




A few of them try variously to run and scream
and soil themselves, but as none of these are effective methods for
combating angry daemons, they are also ripped to pieces.




After a gross of daemons have trooped out of
the portal, the Pontiflex Minor waves his staff and the dimensions
are once again separated. He pounds his staff on the ground, the
flames go out, and two hundred eighty-eight eyes are focused on the
Pontiflex Minor.




“I have summoned you, Hell’s High Guard, the
most elite fighting force between here and eternity, to find THREE
individuals. A wizard, a knifesman, and a queen. They will be
shortly be making their arrival in Arcania by ship, and whomsoever
of you manages to kill one or more of them will be given your
freedom. After seventy-one hours, the incantation I have used to
summon you here shall wear off, and you will be sent screaming back
to Hell.”




It takes them a few moments to process this,
they do, and then there is a scramble through the doorway. The
shrieks and screams of Priesters and janitors can be heard as the
daemons slaughter their way out of the Deus Palatium.







Chapter 10: Arcania
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The ship pulls into the Arcania, the wizard
city, without incident. As the first contingent prepares to unload
crates of books, Zanther, Novanostrum, and Madra step onto the
dock. They can see spires and towers through the drizzling rain.
Dock workers mill about in their long raincoats. A few of them mill
closer to the three of them, surrounding them. Zanther gives
Novanostrum a panicked look, and half a dozen workmen shed their
raincoats, revealing cloaks, and our hapless protagonists find
themselves at the business end of a half-dozen staves.




Novanostrum has his own magic stick drawn,
but he finds it levitated right out of his hands. Their aggressors
part, and an older, taller wizard makes his way toward them.




“Novanostrum…I was under the impression we
banished you quite permanently. And yet, here you stand. You look
surprised to see me. Wait…hold that pose!”




“Rassamander, you bastard!”




As he says this, the old man waves his staff,
freezing the three of them, knocking them into suspended animation.
Madra, eyes wide, with both hands over her mouth. Zanther, one hand
on the hilt of his still-sheathed longknife, and Novanostrum
rolling his eyes.




Rassamander snaps his fingers and his
statuesque victims are placed on a wooden platform drawn by a
horse. He walks towards the main boulevard, trailed by the parade
float and his contingent of elite wizards.
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Varello sees this from his cabin window. He
climbs the stairs leading to the captain’s quarters and knocks on
the door.




“I assume you saw what happened to them.”




“What can I do? It’s not our place to fight
wizards. We’re librarians.”




“I think I can save them, but I need your
help. I need your crew find me every book on this ship about
songspells.”
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People in the streets are positively freaking
out, swarming merchants to purchase supplies so they can barricade
themselves in their homes, fleeing to the countryside, fleeing to
the city from the countryside. In the midst of all of this
simultaneous, undirected fleeing, rumors fly of an army of daemons
killraping and murderslaughtering their way across Upper Kleighton,
seemingly headed towards…Arcania.




Somewhere within the scurrying masses, a few
plucked notes make their way into the general noise, nearly
unnoticed. Rassamander leads his procession towards the central
tower complex that governs both the city and the magical academy of
Arcania, the King’s New Omimagic Tower, long since referred to as
‘the Knot’.




It should be noted here that Arcania never
had a king, as it had always been ruled by the Wizard’s Council,
which is led by whichever wizard has the tallest hat. At the
moment, Rassamander is that wizard.
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The Knot is a squat, thick building which
started as a stone box with a tower atop it and swelled out with
annexes and smaller towers and tunnels and connecting skyways until
it became a supercomplex mass of rooms and spaces and corridors
navigable only by its cleaning staff, who were given immortality
because it was easier than training new people to find their way
around.




Today, the Knot covers a square half-mile,
stretching an average of twenty stories into the air and some
unbelievable number of levels underground. There’s a rumor that
some of these lower levels are actually heated by magma pumped up
from below the planet’s crust.




This is, however, probably just a rumor.
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Within the crowd, a strange thing is
happening. Instead of running around in anxious circles, some of
the people are skipping in the rain, moving their bodies in time
with the lutist. A woman carries a giant pitcher of water, swinging
it around like it’s her dancing partner. She almost hits Varello.
He leads them through throngs of serious-looking wizards, and when
he draws near the rolling wooden platform, there’s a subtle shift
in tempo, and the melody changes.




It takes a few seconds, but once the melody
has run its course, Varello sees Novanostrum’s eyes unfreeze. With
his eyes, Novanostrum indicates the staff of the wizard marching
nearest the float. Without skipping a beat, Varello kicks this
wizard, grabs his staff, and tosses it to Novanostrum.




The other two are starting to snap out of
their stupors, and Novanostrum is blasting the confused wizards
with fireballs and lightning.




Rassamander conjures a shock wave, knocking
his own wizards off the street and into second-story windows and
awnings, but Novanostrum swings his staff like a bat and deflects
the energy toward a philosophers’ guild, which explodes in a shower
of wooden planks and sophistry.




At the bottom of the crater, two bearded men
sit at a table smoking pipes.




“The worst thing is,” one of them says,
“we’ll never know for sure what caused this explosion.”




“How can you be certain an explosion even
occurred?” his partner asks.




A few seconds later, a stray fireball crashes
down upon them and knocks them to the ground, burning and writhing,
trying to put their beards out.




Rassamander pulls his staff into two
identical staves and crosses them, sending a barrage of meteorites
showering down from the sky. Just before impact, Novanostrum pulls
a tiny knob on his wristwatch, and the celestial projectiles stop.
The rain hangs in midair, confused about the sudden lack of
gravity. The people stop moving. Next to the float, a paused bolt
of lightning looks like a giant tower, a tree of light. Novanostrum
massages his temples.




“Still have your father’s watch, I see,”
Rassamander observes.




“Comes in handy sometimes.”




“And yet, even with that trinket, he was
perpetually late…still is, I hear.”




Novanostrum snaps. He plucks Zanther’s
longknife from his frozen hand and wings it at Rassamander,
piercing him through the chest.




Time resumes. The meteorites melt into dust,
but the rest of the carnage continues unabated.




Zanther spins around, looking for his weapon,
finds it lodged in a wizard, and pulls it free, wiping it clean on
the sputtering old man’s cloak.




Seeing their leader dead, the remaining
wizards drop to their knees in deference as Varello, Madra,
Novanostrum and Zanther walk calmly towards the city gates.




“Hey, uh, Nove,” Zanther says, “what happened
back there? Did I save the day?”







Chapter 11: The Mucklands
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The four of them walk along the solid sodden
path leading through the Mucklands. A few feet on either side of
the path, the thick grass fades into a swampy, marshy, bubbling
bog. Unseen, crouching in the shade of the trees, thunderfrogs make
their mammoth presence known through a series of bass-laden
croaks.




“Do you think,” Madra asks, “this place might
be dangerous?”




“Oh, most definitely,” Varello answers, “it
ranks right up there with the Deathstretch on the Kleighton
Gadabout’s list of ‘Places People Would Rather Die Than Risk
Visiting’. I think it came in at Number 3. The Deathstretch was
Number 2.”




“Oh? What was Number 1?”




“The Deus Palatium.”




“Lovely.”




“You can always turn back, you know,” Zanther
says.




“Turn back? After these bastards confiscated
my kingdom? No, I’ll have my revenge.”




“Speaking of revenge,” Varello says, “aren’t
we a little under-armed for whatever it is we’re planning?
Shouldn’t we go in there with powderblasts a-blazing and some
giant, gleaming longknives?”




“Oh yes,” Novanostrum says, “that’s why we’re
stopping in the Darrinian Capitol. They’ve got the best weapons on
the continent.”
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Paterlinguists have made much of the spelling
of the phrase ‘The Darrinian Capitol’. While they are pretty much
agreed on the spelling of the first two words, it’s the third, that
word ‘capitol’ that causes barfights and minor civil wars. While it
meets the definition of ‘capital’ in the sense that it’s the city
that serves as the seat of the Darrinian government, it also
contains the buildings where said governmental functions are
carried out. Since the buildings comprise the bulk of the city, the
local consensus, one which frustrated Paterlinguists burble
endlessly about over tall bottles of Jubjub Ale, is to call it ‘The
Darrinian Capitol’.




Not coincidentally, being a Paterlinguist in
Darrinia is punishable by expalement.
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As they make their way down the
thickly-vegetated path, their eyes and lungs are assaulted by
thick, black smoke. They can hear screaming.



“Seems like someone’s house is on fire,” Zanther says.




“Who’d wanna live out here?” Madra asks.




“You guys just sit tight here while I go save
the day,” Novanostrum says before walking off the path towards the
burning structure.




Madra makes a sour face. “Should we follow
him?”




“Nah,” Zanther says, “he’s a big boy. He can
handle himself.”
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As Novanostrum approaches the house, a large
wooden maze of verandas and porches built on stilts anchored in the
swamp, he looks over his shoulder for the others, but they don’t
seem to be coming.




“Need to have a little talk with those guys
about sarcasm,” he says to himself, walking down a plankway
connecting to a short set of stairs.




With the screaming continuing unabated and
smoke and flames billowing from the windows, he blasts open the
front door with a gust of wind and enters the fray. Inside, the
flames illuminate a trail of blood leading into a bedroom. He
follows it to find a woman bound to a bed, beat and bloodied and
hysterical.




“Get out!” she screams, “They’re still
here!”




“Who?” he manages to spit out before being
tackled by a sinewy stack of red muscle. The daemon has his foot on
Novanostrum’s throat, eyeing his prey carefully.




“But I need…proof…” he says, thinking it
over, “a head should do, I’d think.”




Novanostrum lifts his staff a tiny bit,
managing to shoot a plume of flame out the window which explodes
vibrantly in green and yellow. The daemon is startled by this, and
other daemons converge upon the room.




“Hey, Scanthyll, this is my shot to get out.
Not gonna let a hoofhead like you ruin it for me. The human is
mine to kill,” one of them says to the daemon standing on
Novanostrum.




“Bonk off, both of you, his head is MINE!”
says another one.




As the three of them duke it out, Novanostrum
tries to crawl to the bed where the woman is bound.
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Madra, Zanther, and Varello see Novanostrum’s
fireworks display.




“Cocky bugger, isn’t he?” Zanther says.




“I still hear screaming, I don’t think he was
doing that to show off,” Madra says she darts off toward the
house.




“I’m not convinced there’s a problem,”
Zanther says to Varello, “think I might just hang out here for a
while.”




Varello shoots him a look of contempt and
follows Madra. With a sigh, Zanther follows along, too.
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All great castles are riddled with hidden
doors leading to secret passages, and Claustria Castle is no
exception. Kings, as a rule, need ways to smuggle in their
mistresses, smuggle out the bodies of their enemies, and places to
hide from assassins, and Claustrian kings, at one point or another,
had a need for all of these.




Toward this end, it could be said that the
most industrious Claustrian monarch was Faberer IV. Facing a money
crisis, he outlawed the production (but not the sale) of liquor in
Claustria, then distilled it in hidden rooms in the castle. In
order to smuggle it out, he had his engineers widen and fix a small
river running underneath the castle so small boats could sail
through, transporting his liquor to his intermediaries waiting
downstream, who would in turn sell said liquor to Claustrian
pubs.




Aside from the river, there are half a dozen
other secret exits from the castle, known today by only the Queen
and her High Butler. There’s a big, empty pipe which connects with
a library, a large painting concealing a passage leading to the
cellar of a nearby pub, a statue covering a hole leading down to a
mineshaft with a cart on tracks ever-ready to spirit the monarch to
the mouth of a cave concealed by a waterfall…




And on and on and on.
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Zanther walks into the room to find his three
companions surrounded by four daemons, Novanostrum’s staff and
Varello’s lute both in splinters. Upon seeing him, they shift their
angry stances from each other and toward him.




“Four of us, four of them. We each get one,
we all stay,” one of them says.




The next minute is a blur of wind and steel
and cursed axes and hooves and fire, but it ends with the four of
them bruised, bloody, and surrounded. Out of desperation, almost
unconsciously, Varello starts whistling a slow, sad melody.




Novanostrum, Zanther, and Madra drop their
respective jaws as the daemons drop like sacks of potatoes, asleep.
Still whistling, Varello motions at the girl and the door. The
woman has stopped screaming, and Novanostrum unties her and slings
her over his shoulder as they make their way out of the room.
Zanther motions for Varello to follow, but he shakes his head.




“If he stops, they’ll wake up,” Madra
whispers.




They file out of the house, making it halfway
down the plankway before the burning stack of boards finally
creaks, cracks, and crumbles. The whole smoldering mess is
extinguished as it sinks into the bubbling water.




They stand and watch for a few moments, then
quickly start putting distance between themselves and that accursed
place, but they don’t get very far.




A giant crab skitters out of the muck,
clicking its enormous pincers together, frothing bubbles out of its
mouth.




“Oh, High Hell no,” Novanostrum says, with
the girl still slung over his shoulder. He raises both of his hands
and summons a huge lightning bolt, which strikes the crab,
instantly boiling it and blasting it to pieces.




Zanther runs over and scoops up one of the
claws, reaching inside and taking a big handful of the tender meat
and eating it. The others stare at him.




“What’re you lookin’ at? I’m
hungry.”







Chapter 12: The Darrinian Capitol
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As if emerging from a long tunnel, the four
of them follow the path out of the Mucklands and across the fields
surrounding the Darrinian Capitol. They can tell it’s the Capitol
because the buildings are huge, bureaucratic, and imposing. Shaped
like huge hammers and fists (one building is even shaped like a
blindfolded ogre holding scales, the seat of the legislature), the
office buildings make up the nerve-center of Darrinian political
decision-making.




[image: tmp_53294cbb7091bcdf58a4c890d422e5f9_DJDfgg_html_4fab9f75.png] Xenophobic
Darrinians

The Darrinians, by nature, have always been
fierce isolationists, jealously protecting their privacy and
self-determinance. In the interest of protecting said isolationism,
they sent their spies and their armies into neighboring lands to
ensure that their own lands would remain isolated. As a result of
this constant aggression, the Darrinians are now never invited to
participate in the bi-annual Continental Council or the Upper
Kleighton Lympic Sports Meet, which is held every six years.




Once, in the early days of the Lympic Sports
Meet, the Darrinians agreed to host the Meet. When the delegations
and fans arrived from the farthest reaches of Upper Kleighton, they
were fed a grand feast, every bit of which was drugged. Their
guests fell into a deep sleep, and they awoke to find themselves
being expaled. As there were no survivors to report home with the
details, the Darrinians have maintained that nobody ever showed up,
possibly because they all got lost. Natually, they were the de
facto winners of every event, but have been since banned from any
participation in the Meet.
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It’s for all these reasons that Zanther,
Madra, and Novanostrum enter the Darrinian Capitol with an air of
hesitation. The girl riding piggyback on Novanostrum’s shoulders
does not seem concerned.




“I don’t know what you’re all so worried
about, I’ve been here dozens of times and nobody’s ever expaled
me.”




“That’s because you’re a native,” Zanther
explains, “foreigners like us, they’re not so keen on.”




Novanostrum smiles. “Don’t worry, I’ve got a
plan.”
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While no group of people is more loathed than
arithmancers, philosophers might be a very close second. The goal
of a scientist is to make our knowledge of the world more concrete
and complete, whereas a philosopher spends his time taking
concrete, known things and making them vague and indefinite. A
scientist says, ‘Rain is water falling from the sky,’ while a
philosopher asks, ‘What is rain?’




‘I just told you, it’s water falling from the
sky.’




‘What’s a sky?’




‘It’s that big greenish-bluish thing where
the birds live.’




‘How can I trust your answer when I don’t
even know if you’re real?’




And on and on and on it goes. You ask a
stranger if he has change for a goat only to find yourself
listening to a fifteen-minute dissertation on how what he thinks of
as green might be a totally different color than what you regard as
green and before you know it, you’re punching and punching and
kicking and someone is pulling you off of this bleeding stranger
and your new shirt is ruined, spattered with blood.




[image: tmp_53294cbb7091bcdf58a4c890d422e5f9_DJDfgg_html_m317feb77.png] [image: tmp_53294cbb7091bcdf58a4c890d422e5f9_DJDfgg_html_38bf99e1.png] [image: tmp_53294cbb7091bcdf58a4c890d422e5f9_DJDfgg_html_m1d1856bd.png] [image: tmp_53294cbb7091bcdf58a4c890d422e5f9_DJDfgg_html_m768f3a9b.png]

They register at the inn using
Darrinian-sounding names and clean up. Without all the dried blood
covering her body and after running a comb through her hair, Risma
is actually quite attractive. Novanostrum does not ignore this
fact.




“So…uh…Risma. How would you feel about
getting a glass of wine with me?”




“Sounds like lots of fun. I’ve never been on
a date with a wizard before. Will you do some magic for me?”




“Well, I work on commission.”




“Put on a show for me, maybe I’ll put on a
show for you.”




[image: tmp_53294cbb7091bcdf58a4c890d422e5f9_DJDfgg_html_4fab9f75.png] High Hell and Low Hell

Like everywhere else, Hell has its own class
system. Low Hell houses your run-of-the mill damned, your petty
thieves, rapists, murderers, tax dodgers, prostitutes, and beggars.
High Hell is reserved for the worst of the worst: dictators,
jurisprudes, philosophers, and people who picked on you when you
were a child.
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Zanther and Madra sit at a table at the pub,
stealing the occasional glance at the weapon shop across the street
as they sip their drinks.




“You know,” Madra says, “Novanostrum’s really
falling for that girl. What do you think of her?”




“Something’s a little off about her. For
someone accosted by demons six hours ago, she seems pretty full of
pluck.”




“Maybe she’s just dumb.”




“Living all alone smack dab in the middle of
the Mucklands? There’s something going on there, and I don’t think
I wanna find out what it is.”
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“Hey guys!” Risma shouts as she and
Novanostrum walk towards them and sit at their table.




A barwench takes their drink order and
scurries off to fill it.




“They still over there?” Novanostrum
asks.




“Yep. Maybe they’re open all night. You know
how these Darrinians are…” Zanther says.




“Nah, they’ll lock up and head out in a
little while. Just have to be patient.”




“So how are we getting in? Or are we just
gonna smash and grab?”




“Here’s the thing, with this watch, I can
slow down time for about thirty seconds, or completely stop it for
ten. It takes about an hour for the magick to recharge. Either way,
that’s not going to be enough time for a good, solid heist. We need
a plan. Any ideas?”




Risma eyes the sewer grate at the side of the
road. “What if we come up from below? This city has all kinds of
tunnels running under it.”




Madra smiles. “Going through the sewer? You
know, Risma, this really sounds like a job for the men. We should
keep watch from over here.”




Zanther narrows his eyes at them.
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I

So your parents sent you to the Academy, and
you’re pretty much freaking out because you don’t know any magic.
Relax, we’ll walk you through this. Your first question is
probably, ‘What is magick and how do I do it?’ The complicated
answer is that magick is the effectual demonstration of a wizard’s
hypotemporal volition realized through the production of unusual
natural phenomena, usually chemical and meteorological processes.
Too hard? Well, let’s put it like this: magick happens because you
want it to.




But that’s not to say that just because you
want magick to happen it will. There’s more to it. Let’s use a
lightning bolt as an example. Now, the odds of a bolt of lightning
striking your enemy, especially out of a clear blue sky, are
astronomically small. Out of a million possible near-futures, maybe
one will have this outcome. So the point of magick is to choose
your desired immediate future from the range of all possible
futures. Hmm…let’s see if there’s another way to put this.




Take a gross of children, in twenty-four
years, how many of them will be jurisprudes? Maybe one or two. But,
they won’t randomly become jurisprudes, only the ones who go
through law school and pass their Executioner’s Exam will make it.
So, we can see that there is a connection between this point in
time called ‘now’ and the future we desire. We need to take steps
to produce our desired result. Magick works in this way. It’s
highly unlikely that lightning will strike our enemies, but by
focusing our energies on both the potential future where it does
and the past events that will need to have occurred to make this
possible, it can happen.




This textbook will teach you the necessary
steps to successfully completing a spell: Clearing your mind,
Focusing on your desired result, Identifying the necessary past
states required, and Connecting your desired future with the
required past.




Now, before you flip ahead to the sixth
chapter and start zapping your enemies with fireballs and
lightning, there are a few warnings, so pay attention. Never do
magick while drunk. Never do magick while underwater. Never attempt
to do magick in the presence of Moonmight stones. Never attempt to
do magick while riding on a moving vehicle, such as a skyship or
horse-propelled wagon. Lastly, never, never ever, NEVER attempt a
spell whose result you are unsure of, including but not limited to:
the summoning of unknown beings, the creation of portals leading to
unknown places, and spells which will make you more attractive to
the opposite sex (Arcturus Mystifer, Maximagus of the Fourth
Circle, died during a marathon bedroom session forced upon him by a
gang of milkmaids).
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The burly man turns his key in the lock and
plods into the night. Novanostrum sees this from a nearby alley,
nods at Zanther, and they drop through the metal hatch and into the
darkness. The sewer is just a tunnel with a four-foot-wide ditch
running through the middle of it. Without a staff, Novanostrum
can’t provide any light, but some lights from the street above
trickle down through various grates. Down unseen paths, they can
hear the sound of tiny, padded footsteps and skittering.




“How do we know this even connects with the
weapon shop?” Zanther asks.




“They have to drain a lot of water forging
those longknives and spears, they must have a fairly large drain
somewhere in the smithery. I’m thinking it’s right around…here,”
Novanostrum says, pointing directly overhead towards a large metal
grate.




“Well, how do we get it open?”




“Give me a boost and I’ll show you.”




Zanther cups his hands together and
Novanostrum puts a foot on them, lifting the grate out of place and
getting a handhold on the floor above. He pulls himself up, and
reaches an arm down for Zanther to follow.




“Guess they’re not too concerned about
security,” Zanther says.




“Not when everyone’s convinced the only
criminals are foreigners.”




Zanther smiles. “There might be a little
truth to that, though.”
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The shop itself is spacious, the walls lined
with longknives, handbombs, and powderblasts. Novanostrum picks up
an elephant-bone staff, waving it around, checking its balance.
Zanther, meanwhile, holds two matching longknives, taking a few
practice swings. He throws them into a large sack.




They grab a bunch of powderblasts, all of
them with gleaming steel barrels, and toss them into the bag, along
with two dozen pouches of ammunition.




“Do we need crossbows?” Novanostrum asks.




“No, I don’t think so. Oh…wait. What’s
that?”




Hanging just out of reach, their eyes are
drawn to a showy master longknife, inlaid with gold and jewels.
There are large chips in the polished blade, a blade stained with
ancient blood.




“Is that…?”




“Leave it,” Zanther advises, “it’s time to
get out of here.”
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They emerge from the sewer to find Madra and
Risma waiting for them. Madra paws through the sack as a group of
shadows amass at the end of the alley.




“Foreigners! Darrinia does not take kindly to
thieves!”




Zanther and Novanostrum bare their new
weapons, but Risma holds up a finger to them. She walks over to
Novanostrum and gives him a kiss on his mouth.




“Let me save you for a change,” she
says, waving her arms and opening a portal in the air which looks
like a rippling whirlpool. She pushes the three of them
through.




Madra, Zanther, and Novanostrum fall a few
feet to the ground to find themselves on the road just outside the
city gates.




“I think I’m in love,” Novanostrum says.




“You think she’ll be okay back there?” Madra
asks.




“Risma? I have a feeling she’ll be just
fine,” Zanther says, “It’s this guy I’m worried about.”







Chapter 13: The Deus Palatium
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On the edge of the horizon, the spires and
glimmering contours of the Deus Palatium loom ominous. Platoons of
troops march in scattered groups, and the clangs of metal-on-metal
and reports of shots can be heard as a few of these groups are
engaged in combat with red-skinned malefactors. Novanostrum,
Zanther, and Madra are perched on the top of a hill, watching the
carnage separating them from their destination.




“How many damn demons did they summon?”
Zanther asks.




“It appears someone conjured the whole of
Hell’s High Guard, and they’re converging here,” Novanostrum
says.




“Yeah, but if the daemons are targeting the
Crucifers, why would they be after us as well?” Madra asks.




“Daemons will kill indiscriminately,”
Novanostrum says, “it’s hard to tell who’s the target and who’s the
collateral damage. Still, it would take a Maximagus of the First
Circle to pull off a trick like this. There are only four or five
wizards of that caliber on the entire continent, and I killed one
of them.




“Regardless, we must fight our way through
this rabble and make our way into the Deus Palatium if we want to
find the Original Painting.”




Zanther pulls his longknives off his back
with a dramatic flair. “Let’s get to killing.”
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There’s a non-stop debate which perennially
rages throughout the whole of Upper Kleighton concerning that
moonthly publication, the Kleighton Gadabout. The thing
being debated is this: does the Kleighton Gadabout inform
people of what is hip and trendy, or are these places and
activities hip and trendy because the Kleighton Gadabout
tells us they are?




Before an article in the Gadabout
touted the culinary merits of their meat, yafbeests were plentiful,
mainly due to their nearly impenetrable hides of bristly fur and
their razor-sharp claws and fangs. Yearly fatalities from run-ins
with yafbeests numbered in the low hundreds, and they were
basically left alone.




Fast forward to a few years ago when the
article, titled ‘Yafbeest: A Cavalcade of Gastronomic Delights,’
informed us that Paterlingual word-traders on the high plains had
been enjoying yafbeest stew since time immemorial. So far, so good,
right? A periodical learns about a delicious meatstuff and informs
the mainstream, who proceed to hunt the yafbeest into extinction.
Seems like good reporting, yeah? Not so fast.




An exposé in the Gadabout’s main
rival, the Ne’er-do-well, revealed two interesting facts:
first, no sane Paterlinguist would go within ten smoots of a
yafbeest, and secondly, Starkes Madrigal (Editor-in-chief of the
Gadabout) had recently been attacked by a yafbeest at a zoo
and, according to a source who overheard him ranting about the
incident at a pub, had sworn to ‘rid the world of every last one of
those buggers.’




So much for journalistic integrity.
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The road to the Deus Palatium is paved with
well-set bricks. With most of the skirmishes taking place out in
the surrounding fields, only one group of preoccupied fighters
sands between Zanther, Novanostrum, Madra, and the gates.




Two daemons are fighting a half-dozen
crucifers, with pieces of what might’ve been another half-dozen
crucifers scattered on the ground around them. Novanostrum nods at
Zanther, time slows, and colors recede. In a flash of steel and
purple blood, Zanther has beheaded and behearted both of the
daemons. The natural laws of physics snap back into place, and the
three of them find themselves in front of the startled
Crucifers.




“That was incredible!” one of them says.




“You—you saved us,” says another one.




“Can you open that gate for us? We wish to
have an audience with the Grand Pontiflex,” Novanostrum says.




“The Grand Pontiflex has been confined to his
bedchambers for the past few months, but we will certainly request
you a meeting with the Pontiflex Minor,” says the first one.




Seemingly glad to get off the battlefield,
they signal to guards inside to raise the large iron megadoor. They
all scurry inside as the gate is immediately lowered again.




The main hall of the Deus Palatium has
gray-and-white checkerboard marble flooring extending seemingly
into infinity, but in truth they only walk for about two minutes
before they come upon the door to the Dual Chamber.




“Please wait just a moment,” one of the
soldiers says as he and another Crucifer walk through the door and
close it behind them.




It’s not long before they emerge.




“The Pontiflex Minor will see you now,” one
of them says.




As soon as they are through the door, it
locks behind them, which causes Madra to cast an anxious glance
over her shoulder. At the far end of the massive Dual Chamber,
standing in front of an oversized throne, waits the Pontiflex
Minor.




“I’m told you dispatched a few of these fell
daemons with great skill,” he says, “now, tell me, why is it you’ve
come here?”




“Me and this guy,” Zanther says, pointing at
Novanostrum,“just want to have a look around this fine palace. But
she,” he says, now pointing at Madra, “is pretty pissed off.”




Novanostrum and Madra look at each other,
impressed by Zanther’s eloquence.




“Holiness, I am Queen Madra of Claustria,”
she says with a curtsey, “I’ve come to request the withdrawal of
the Crucifers occupying my kingdom.”




“Oh? They left a week ago,” he says, “they
weren’t there to occupy your kingdom. They were trying to locate
these two.




“You know, I sent assassins, soldiers, and
daemons to find you,” the Pontiflex Minor says, raising his voice,
“and here you are, come to me. I could’ve saved myself a lot of
trouble had I just waited and killed you myself.”




The three of them clutch their weapons.




“Still, that wouldn’t have done at all. You’d
have the Nexus Sketch, and the foundations of Crucifism would be
shaken. Now it’s gone, and pretty soon you’ll be gone, I can
succeed the Grand Pontiflex, and things can get back to
normal.”




“You haven’t killed us yet,”
Novanostrum says.




“Oh. Right. Details,” he says, raising his
silver staff.




The doors to the room open, as do several
passages which seem to have appeared out of nowhere. Daemons start
piling into the room, clambering toward the center swinging axes,
chains and maces.




Madra points the powderblast at the nearest
one, squeezing the trigger and dropping the hellspawn like a sack
of hammers. The other daemons pause for a second, then resume their
charge as she reloads.




Zanther swings both his blades at a
rapidly-approaching daemon and severs the torso from shoulder to
armpit, sending the head and left arm flying off the body in a
spray of sludge-like blood as Novanostrum picks off targets
one-by-one with lightning bolts which send down a shower of plaster
and stone as they pierce the ceiling.




“It’s no good,” Novanostrum says to Zanther,
“there’s too many of ‘em. Time to bring out my A-game.”




He slams his elephant-bone staff into the
ground, sending out a shockwave which knocks down most of the
daemons, then spins it around over his head, conjuring a stormcloud
which crackles and rumbles.




Finally deciding to participate, the
Pontiflex Minor blasts fireballs into the fray, causing Zanther and
Madra to dodge and dive, all while avoiding the blows of
weapon-swinging daemons.




The brimstone sweat of a hundred daemons
mixes with the spinning stormcloud, turning it a pale green and
causing acidic rain to pelt everyone in the Dual Chamber.




One of the daemons has managed to wrest
Madra’s powderblast from her hands, and another daemon has cut one
of Zanther’s shiny longknives in half, meanwhile the Pontiflex
Minor has targeted Novanostrum with a meteorite the size of a
wagon. The room shakes as giant slabs of stone are knocked loose by
the space rock, which slams into the floor just next to Novanostrum
and sends him and his staff flying to opposite sides of the
chamber.




With the spell broken, the stormcloud
explodes, showering the daemons and the walls with the acidic
mixture. Daemons and humans alike, everyone is momentarily stunned
by the simultaneous explosions. Novanostrum notices the acid
reacting with the wall behind the Pontiflex minor, melting away
images of expaled traitors to reveal another painting beneath.




“What the…?”




Daemons start noticing the wall’s
transformation, staring at the newly-revealed image and
disintegrating into ash. The Pontiflex Minor is understandably
confused.




“What is happening here?”




Zanther points at the mural, and the
Pontiflex Minor turns around and gazes upon it.




“Ah…I see,” he says before his body bursts
into ash, his hat and clothes falling to the floor as his silver
serpentine staff rattles down the steps leading up to the lectern,
transforming back into a snake and slithering away.




Novanostrum, Zanther, and Madra stand in the
center of the room, catching a glimpse of the image, which is also
starting to dissolve and melt away.




“It’s beautiful,” she says.
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