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The Chateau
The river Sphynx was named for the riddle-posing god that lived in the mountains at its base. Running northerly, it split Genesis in twain, separating East from West. Across its many miles was an immaculate stone bridge which sat atop the waterfall, its many stalwart columns standing against the raging waters. Flowing through the gaps in the columns, the water spilled away into whatever unseen mysteries lay beneath the airborne continent of Genesis. Built into this bridge was a chateau, a castle – a stronghold that had existed for ages and stood inexplicably strong and unmarred against the eroding waters for all of that time.
Chateau Cascade – the name put shivers up the spines of sellswords and glory-seekers alike. It was a nation like no other in Genesis, consisting only of a few farming communities and its single, titular castle – and what a castle it was! This was a true wonder of the world, sitting in the centermost point of that massive bridge. Pointed spires grasped skyward, and below them stained glass windows served to make the Chateau look more like a cathedral than a stronghold. Lovers from all nations flocked to the Chateau, believing that a wedding in its magnificent courtyard would be blessed with lasting strength.
Above it all was beautiful, ageless Acelia, glancing sidelong at her court as she sat askance on her throne of gems. It was often said that she had an iron in every fire and a scheme for every enemy, even the ones that she currently regarded as friends. Her true age was a hotly debated topic in the Chateau – she had been the queen for as long as anyone could remember but retained the body of a fragile, waif-thin youth. Her peculiar violet hair cascaded down her back like the waters of her castle’s namesake. Only her fierce eyes betrayed her true age. Looking into those faded grays might give one a heavy feeling in the stomach, the uncomfortable weight of the long passage of eons.
The people of the Chateau accepted her rule gratefully. She had kept them safe from the dangers of the East and West alike, ruling with a just hand. She had brought them prosperity through her sponsorship of adventurers. Her leadership was unmarred by her sex – the fickle chaos of womanhood seemed to have all but vanished from her, perhaps stolen away by the many years she had lived. In its place was a deep strangeness. Her words and behavior were often cryptic, and yet her leadership had kept the Chateau safe for centuries or longer.
The Cascadians accepted her even without knowing her true nature, though salacious rumors abounded. Was she a vampire, bypassing her kind’s weakness to the sun through some trick of magic? Or did she periodically bathe in the blood of a hundred virgins as part of some obscene goëtic ritual to secure her perpetual youth for each coming century?
If her advisors knew the secret of her youth, they weren’t telling.
✽✽✽
 
In Cascadia, many of the citizen mercenaries who had proved their worth were afforded their own lodgings in the Chateau itself. One could not be born into Cascadian citizenship. You could only earn it in a few ways – the first was a sizable donation, usually an item of magical power but sometimes a vast endowment of gold or gemstones. The second was military service. In some cases citizenship could also be voluntarily transferred from one person to another, but this was a rare and complicated process.
Jak's family was poor and none of them had citizenship to transfer even if they wanted to. Military service was the only possible route for him. Military service, however, came with its own requirements. Under normal circumstances, applicants had to have a strong talent for magic, fighting, or some other exceptional quality in order to be allowed into the ultra-elite ranks of the Cascadian forces. There was nothing special about Jak to make him stand out as a soldier, either mundane or magical. Without such talents he could always become a rank-and-file soldier, but that sort of position didn’t grant citizenship – only a regular wage and unending guard duty.
Why, then, was the boy so focused on the goal of full citizenship? Living under the protection of Cascadia without citizenship was not exactly oppressive – you paid your tax, usually in the form of foodstuffs or other goods sent to the castle, and enjoyed the extraordinarily strong protection of the Cascadian elite. Nonetheless, he felt like there was something more for him in life than milking and slaughtering his father’s goats. Furthermore, as the innocence of youth began to escape him, he often found himself distracted by girls. He could not help but notice that the ones who stuck around in this rustic riverside town were never very attractive. It seemed that all of the beautiful young ladies were always whisked away by some Cascadian noble or wealthy traveler from afar.
Jak wanted to live in the Chateau. He thought of himself looking out at the waterfall from the inside of a minaret apartment, riding the sky high above those massive, gleaming stained-glass windows. He wanted to “make it.” He daydreamed about the ladies of the court that lived in the castle – girls that would be a suitable match for him, despite his low beginnings, if he became a member of the Cascadian forces. In addition to the usual reasons young men lust after attractive women, Jak longed for love. He had never known his own mother, and it had created an empty hole in his young heart.
Most of all, Jak wanted to be a hero. The Cascadian Knights were all he and his friends could talk about while growing up. It was said that they boldly went out and fought to keep the peace and protect the weak. What could be a better cause? In his most secret moments, Jak pictured himself wearing shining armor and riding a horse into battle against great evil. He always rode home with a beautiful princess in tow, and she was always grateful for her timely rescue.
Someone less determined than Jak might have given up on their dream by now. Over the course of two years, since the age of sixteen, he had applied and reapplied to the training program. One application per year was all that was allowed, and each of his had been denied. On his father's goat ranch he had many chores, but when he wasn't doing them, he was trying to train himself. He had always been a tall but scrawny boy despite the rigors of farm life – to him it seemed obvious that he should begin with his body. Despite their poverty, one thing they always had in great supply was goat milk and goat cheese – he hated the taste but began consuming large amounts of both. He trained by lifting the rocks around his farm and even earned a little extra money clearing some farmland that had gone wild. Volunteering for extra chores was enough to give him more stamina – running around a farm all day was hard, long work.
At night he had studied the tome. Despite his lowly beginnings he had aspirations of becoming a great warrior – one who could harness the power of magic. Of course, books that detailed this sort of thing were both expensive and rare. The fact that one fortuitously fell into his lap was so unlikely that he began to regard it as fate. The book was like a divining rod, pointing him in the direction of the Chateau and igniting his ambitions. He knew that even if it risked his father's anger, it was fate for him to have and study the secrets contained in its pages.
His father, whose own father had immigrated from the West, took a dim view of the arcane arts. Like most Westerners, he believed magic was too dangerous and should not be studied at all; too many aspiring wizards had lost their minds or met with horrible accidents for it to be mere coincidence. Jak, still in possession of his youth and an inherently inquisitive disposition, did not agree with his father. On rare occasions, magically trained Cascadian soldiers traveled through Jak's little rural town on the way back to Chateau Cascade; none of them looked too crazy to Jak. Of course, few bothered to acknowledge his existence, let alone answer his questions which, with the impertinence of youth, he’d shouted up from below their horses.
If his father knew that Jak had gotten his hands on the tome, he would have tanned his hide bloody and burned the pages in a fire. He would have sprinkled some sage and whispered prayers to the God of Virtue for protection from the evil spirits no doubt contained within. Whenever Jak tried to ask his father about magic – something he’d only ever tried once or twice – the grizzled old bear would turn dour and grim. With eyebrows furrowed, he would tell Jak that such things were simply not meant for mortal men.
As a result, Jak studied in secret. Night after night, with a single candle lit in his room, he'd whisper the incantations written down in the tome, move his hands in the gestures described therein. Sometimes he'd inscribe runes on a page or perform an odd little dance – he was thoroughly confused by the tome's instructions and didn't understand how any of this worked to create magic. Most wizards, in fact, never figured it out. Even if they became accomplished casters, they were just as incapable as the layfolk of Genesis to describe how their magic actually worked. Only the practitioners of the Ways Goëtia – a rare breed indeed – had a true understanding of what magic actually was.
Jak had acquired this expensive and precious tome – in truth, a book that only described simple magic – through theft. Under ordinary circumstances, Jak was no thief. He had always tried to act decently toward others, as rural folk often do. Likewise, he had never been particularly sneaky or deft; he had not come by the book through some legendary feat of legerdemain nor pickpocketing. It was nothing more than blind luck and opportunism that brought him into contact with the mystic arts.
As with most tomes of magical procedure, the spellbook had a storied history. Few practitioners of magic had an interest in writing down their knowledge for others. Instead, they jealously guarded it. Why would they wish for others to have the same access to supernatural power? It is, of course, very difficult for a mundane soldier of any stripe – no matter how trained, muscular, or quick – to contend with an arcanist of even mediocre power. One untrained in supernatural powers might have fared better by using indirect tactics such as stealth, subterfuge, and trickery against spellcasters, but clever mages took great pains to protect themselves from these sorts of would-be assassins. With this power imbalance, it is no great mystery that most spellcasters guarded all tomes – even guides to the simplest of magic – very carefully. The fact that Jak was able to get hold of it spoke more to the incompetence of its previous owner than to Jak's skill.
It was a late night at the Alecrab Inn, a tavern on the shores of the Sphynx in Jak's hometown. When travelers passed through the rustic village, this was one of the few places they could find rooms for rent without having to ask random farmers to spare some space in the barn. Jak was manning the bar. It had been a few months since his first rejection from the Chateau’s training program; when he was not training his body, he was taking on odd jobs. He supposed that if he earned enough money, he could at least afford to buy some basic military equipment. It wouldn't exactly be high quality gear, but he could at least practice with a real sword and get used to the weight and feel of real armor. Even though he was still a fresh-faced, young man of sixteen years, the owner had come to trust him. After a few months, Jak was allowed to tend the bar alone on the slower nights.
This was a slow night. It was a weekday and there was only one man there – a local drunk, passed out in the corner of the bar. Jak let him be – he knew that kicking him out would be more trouble than it was worth and that this particular drunk would wake up and wander out eventually on his own.
Just before the clock struck midnight, a man in a voluminous greenish-brown travel cloak walked in. He was middle-aged and weasel-faced, with patchy dark hair sprouting unpleasantly in an ill-formed, coffee-colored beard. The rest of his hair, such as it was, formed a horseshoe on his head. He sat down in front of Jak at the bar and looked at him expectantly.
Jak didn’t like this stranger. The man was full of nervous energy, always shifting uncomfortably in his seat. His brown weasel eyes sat much too close to each other on his weathered weasel face. Jak took him for a brigand, and the boy wondered idly at what ill-gotten treasures the stranger's giant, overstuffed bag might hold.
Poe, as the man was called, was indeed nervous. He didn’t like the way this barman – just a boy, from the looks of him – was staring at him. In fact, he didn't like the way anyone in this backwater hamlet looked at him. The town seemed quiet and out-of-the-way enough – off the beaten path and out of sight from the law. He had concluded that few travelers would bother to stop here on their way to or from the Chateau.
His body ached from the long march; he felt pulsing heat and pain from his swollen feet which were stuffed into a pair of well-worn leather boots. Stumbling across this town was good fortune. When he saw this ramshackle pub with the comically inebriated crab hanging on a wooden sign outside, he knew he'd have warm food and strong drink and a place to sleep tonight. Good enough.
The bartender didn't ask anything, but his face displayed unguarded curiosity. Poe stared a moment at this scrawny, tall boy – the faint wisps of a dark mustache beginning to grow on his face – and eventually decided it would be safe to stay here for the night. He felt a powerful need to drink away his memories, if only for a time. Perhaps, with enough spirits, he would not be visited by the slit-throat merchant in his dreams. He shook his head violently, trying to clear it of the bloody vengeance-driven visage that visited him nightly.
“Boy. Steelberry wine.” His voice came out in a throaty rasp – he had been traveling for several days and, having avoided roads, hadn’t spoken to a soul the entire time.
Jak eyed him for a moment and pulled down the bottle from the highest shelf. It was the only such bottle in the house. His voice cracked a little when he told the stranger the price, but Poe waved his arm dismissively. Jak poured some of the expensive, dark, silvery-grey liquid into a cup, and it occurred to him that he had never actually seen it outside of a bottle before. Its aroma was exotic, a curious mixture of cinnamon and lilac. The smell made Jak uneasy.
The stranger cleared his throat grotesquely, loudly.
“Leave the bottle,” he said, slapping a thick, unevenly milled golden coin on the table. “And bring meat.”
Emblazoned on the coin was an image of a bearded man wielding some sort of long rod or staff in one hand and a circular metal ring the size of a man’s head in the other. Jak recognized it as the currency of the Affiliation, the government – if one can call it that – to the east. If had been a Cascadian coin, it would have Lady Acelia’s mysterious and jaded face stamped on it. A Western coin would have only the Rune of Virtue on it. In the Imperium, it is known that Man is fallible; the only worthy icons are those made in homage of tradition and moral law.
It didn't matter. In a Cascadian backwater, they were happy to accept coins of any provenance. Jak took it and went off to the other end of the bar, sitting down and trying his best to look disinterested. Jak was, after all, at least perceptive enough to see that the stranger wanted to be left alone.
The man was ravenous. He poured the exquisite wine down his throat until the bottle was empty. When Jak finished frying up the goat steaks, Poe tore into them with gusto that only a road-weary man can muster. When he had finished, he washed the meat down with two more bottles of some local piss-water ale. He eventually laid down a silver coin with the same rod-and-ring symbol and demanded a room. Thoroughly drunk, he took the key and stumbled up to his room. He didn’t notice that a thick book had tumbled out of his backpack and landed face-down on an adjacent barstool. While closing, Jak found it and could not believe his own luck, for he had immediately recognized it for what it was. He supposed it wasn't very heroic of him to take the book but reasoned with himself that the man had probably stolen it anyway. Besides, he thought, if I can learn magic, think of the good I can do in the world!
Head pounding, Poe rose with the sun and hit the road without so much as a morning meal. He left without realizing that his most valuable piece of loot was missing or that his carelessness would forever alter the fate of a young rancher's son named Jak Barnswallow.
Before he acquired the tome, Jak had started to feel like he was floundering. He was a determined young man, but his first rejection from the Chateau had made him question whether or not he would ever be able to become a hero. He had continued working, but every morning he would wake up with a heavy feeling in his stomach. In his half-awake, half-asleep state, he would imagine a metal bar floating above his bed; he'd reach out as though to grab it and pull himself into the day, only to find nothing but air. Shaking the strange fantasy from his head, he'd force himself fully awake and work through his daily tasks. Now in possession of the tome, motivation came more naturally to him.
With renewed vigor, he poured himself into his training: his body during the day and his mind at night. Despite his rigorous devotion to this schedule, he found that his magical ability progressed glacially. By his seventeenth birthday, he had only managed the simplest of tricks – lighting a candle with his fingertip, chilling a glass. While this might be useful for moonlighting as a barman – muttering incantations under his breath and cooling down ale as he carried it – it didn’t really serve his ultimate ambition. He considered trying other sorts of magic but, like most magical manuals, the book's subject matter was rather narrow. This one only described the manipulation of certain basic, elemental energies.
His magical skill – infantile as it was – was also deeply unreliable. He eventually stopped practicing at work when, to his surprise, he shattered a mug while trying to cool it. He had to hide his hand, blue from supernatural cold, in his apron as he scurried into the back room. Catching his breath, he realized that his recklessness could have easily gotten him caught. He resolved never to practice in public again.
When he applied to the Chateau in his seventeenth year, he did not display any of the magic he had learned. He knew he wouldn't be able to impress them with his newfound, faulty parlor tricks. Most of all, he did not want to risk an interrogation and potentially having his book confiscated. His application was unceremoniously rejected for the second time.
By his eighteenth birthday, his skill had both grown and plateaued. He could consistently envelop his hand in a wreath of flame, frost, or crackling electricity without harming himself. For months he tried to master the incantations to allow him to do more, such as throwing spheres of these energies at his opponents. No matter what he did, the power simply would not come to him. He decided that this would have to be enough, and he applied to the Cascadian forces once again.




A New Life Begins
He awoke before the sun and strapped on his scuffed and dented banded mail, slipping his steel short sword into a sheath hooked into the leather belt; all had been bought used from a traveling blacksmith. The price was discounted on account of their worn nature but still high enough to take almost every coin Jak had scraped together. For the last year, he had practiced his swordplay against scarecrows but without a proper instructor, he feared he was just wasting his time.
At dawn his father sighed as he watched his son depart. The boy had bought space for himself on a merchant’s wagon heading to Chateau Cascade. His father wished that Jak would hurry up and get over this phase; he was consumed with thoughts of what had happened to Jak's mother, and he wondered if becoming a soldier was his boy's unavoidable fate. For a brief moment he considered telling his son the truth of what had happened but quickly shook the inclination from his mind. He was resolved to take the secret to his grave. That is the sacrifice he'd make for his only son.
The ride was a few hours long and uneventful. The merchant spoke with him as the time passed and chuckled in disbelief when Jak told him that he was applying for citizenship. They fell into a long silence after awhile, and the young man took a moment to whisper the words of an incantation he had learned from the book. He still hoped he would be able to get accepted without using his magic – he knew that if he displayed it, uncomfortable questions and maybe even an investigation would follow. Nevertheless, this was his ace in the hole. He had hoped to have developed far more skill with mystic arts by now, but this would have to be enough if things went badly.
When Jak arrived at the Chateau's eastern bridge he was, as usual, stunned by the imposing architecture of the place. The Sphynx was a raging torrent, its rushing waters moving at tremendous speeds and creating a whooshing din that made conversation all but impossible without shouting. He figured it shouldn't be possible for this massive miles-long bridge to stand here against the force of the waters, let alone withstand the weight of the Chateau built upon its center. Against all odds the Chateau had stood here for ages, for as long as anyone could remember. When the wagon approached the gates, he leapt off, neatly catching himself as the merchant's oxen pulled forward and were let into the massive open gates. Jak stood and took in his surroundings. He stared up at its tall minarets, like a slack-jawed yokel, naked wonder printed across his face. He had been here twice before, but the grandeur of the place had not yet lost its impact on him.
A man wearing blue-tinted steel mail and wielding a large pike broke the boy out of his reverie with a shouted greeting. Jak told the man of his intention to apply for citizenship, and the guard led him to a windowless office room. He had been here twice before in his failed applications, and nothing had changed. A jagged crystal sat in a stone basin resting on the round wooden table that dominated the small room. It was roughly the size and shape of a watermelon, and a soft glow emanated from it. The crystal's dim bluish light filled the room with shadows, creating an eerie ambiance. Jak wasn’t sure if the crystal was magical, but he was certain of its value; even the wealthiest resident of his hometown could never afford something like this. A Cascadian officer sat at the other side of the table, and Jak struggled to get a glimpse of him in the shadows. This man had the job of evaluating Jak's fitness – it had been a different man each year, but compared to the others this one was very strange indeed.
The officer was wearing a tuxedo and a cape. Had Jak been less provincial, he might have mistaken him for a stage performer. The man's jet-black hair was slicked back, widow’s peak prominent beneath a top hat which must have been at least a foot tall. This, along with the man's high boots, gave the interviewer the appearance of inhumanly great height. His slacks, overcoat, and cape were all made of a dark-colored velvety material. The inner side of the cape was white, and beneath his open overcoat he wore a vest patterned gaudily with gemstones the dull, ruddy reddish color of drying blood. Below his neck, a similarly red oversized bowtie was neatly pinned to his clothing. It was a warm day, and Jak wondered if the man was hot underneath all those layers – if so, he didn’t seem to show it.
Despite the layers of clothing, Jak could tell that this man was on the thin side. Aside from a tiny goatee in the center of his chin, his face was completely clean shaven. Though it was getting late in the day there was not any stubble to be seen. From the man’s face, Jak guessed he was about thirty-five, but he couldn’t be sure in the shadowy room. Even in such darkness, the man was wearing a pair of teashade sunglasses.
He didn’t deign to stand when Jak entered the room. He only looked up, flashing the wan smirk of an annoyed man with rapidly thinning patience. With one white-gloved hand he gestured toward the other chair, then rested his arms on the table with the fingertips of each hand touching each other. Jak sat. The man in the top hat gave him an uncomfortable stare from across the table.
“You’re a boy,” he said, almost startling Jak. He wasn’t shouting, but his evenly pitched voice was still too loud for the small room. Jak soon noticed that this was how the man spoke all of the time.
“Well, I know I’m young, but–” Jak spoke but was cut off.
“You’re a boy who’s been here twice already. You were probably interviewed by some pencil-pushing idiot who somehow managed to do his job properly by rejecting you. Now you’re being interviewed by me.” As he filled the room with his too-loud voice, he stood up from his seat and began to pace back and forth behind his side of the table. He gestured with his hands as he spoke, somehow managing to look both bored and energetic at the same time.
“Perhaps that violet princess thinks it’s a funny practical joke to put me on babysitting duty. Well, it’s not, and I’d bet good silver that worm Rafael has something to do with it.” He abruptly stopped his tirade and sat back down. He laced his fingers and stared through them at Jak; it was clear that he was expecting a response. Instead, he met Jak's thoroughly confused gaze for several awkward seconds. Finally, the young man began to speak in a shaky voice.
“B-beg yer pardon, sir, but I don’t even know who Ra–” Jak began but was again cut off.
“Oh, forget it. Stop calling me sir – I know you’re just a stupid farm boy, but do I really look like someone who will be impressed by formalities? My name is Quentin Gold, and I’m here to babysit you today.” He made a quick, dismissive gesture toward the luminous crystal. “Do you like the crystal lantern? I caught you staring.” The man spoke loud and fast. Jak felt himself getting the beginnings of a headache as he squinted at Quentin through the hazy light.
“Well, si– Mr. Gold, it’s just that I’ve never seen them anywhere but the castle.” Jak wasn’t above bristling at the bizarre man’s blatantly insulting tone, but he knew enough to hold his tongue.
“I imagine you haven’t been many places. You don’t even know where these come from, do you? Haven't you even heard of Lantern City?” Quentin smirked from beneath his ridiculous top hat, a look that would infuriate almost anyone all by itself. He was obviously enjoying himself as he bluntly mocked the young man to his face.
“I don’t know wh–”
“You don’t know much, do you? You don’t look like much either. You stink of goat, did you know that? Filth and dung, and rancid cheese. Just my luck to have to babysit some idiot yokel. How were you made, boy? Was your father lonesome? Did one of his cloven-hoofed stock look comely to him one night? No, you don't look very goatly.” He paused to remove his rounded sunglasses, neatly placing them onto the wooden table before smirking and continuing his foul tirade. “His sister, perhaps?”
Jak stood up, clenching his fists. Anger welled up inside of him and it was all he could do to keep himself from leaping across the table at this foul-mouthed stranger sitting there insulting his departed mother. He glared into Quentin's twinkling blue eyes, wrestling against his sudden impulse.
“Oh, so there’s some fire in you after all. All right, farm boy. Let’s see it.” Quentin stood and pressed a stone in a dark section of the wall behind him, and a man-sized portion of it slid away to reveal a hidden room. “Come, boy,” he said, slipping into the shadowy room. Jak quickly maneuvered around the table, followed, and saw that the room's shape was a long, wide rectangle. Ensconced upon the wall were six large luminescent crystals, casting more of their strange, shadowy light. Each was a different color, and the resulting technicolor clash was already making Jak dizzy. Nevertheless, Jak glared resolutely at Quentin who now turned to face him, arms crossed. They stood less than six feet away from each other. “Use the sword, idiot. Nick me with that shoddy old blade and not only will I apologize for what I said about your whore mother, I’ll make you an officer here on the spot.”
Jak gripped the worn pommel of his sword as it rested in its sheath. He was still angry but wasn’t sure what to do – was he really supposed to draw down on this unarmed stranger? This wasn’t anything like his last two applications.
“What’s the matter, boy? Are you stupid and deaf? Draw steel while I’m still in the mood to humor this embarrassment or I’ll send you straight back to your rancid farm. Try and cut me, farm boy. Just try.”
The interviewer's insults had finally gotten the better of Jak; the young man's temper was well-past lost. Metal sang as he unsheathed his sword and rushed forward. The tip of the blade pointed at Quentin’s midsection only a few feet away. The man in the top hat seemed totally unperturbed – he just stood there, arms crossed, feet slightly apart. When Jak was maybe half a foot away, Quentin seemed to blur slightly and emit a faint, crackling hiss. Jak had somehow charged right past his target. He stumbled, stopped, and shook his head to clear it. Had the light of the crystals played some trick on his eyes?
“Are you blind as well? I said you were stupid, but I didn’t think you were soft in the head. Out east a water-head like you might end up as a wizard’s pet.” Quentin let out a quick, self-amused chuckle at his own derisive insult. He hadn’t even moved from his arms-crossed stance.
Jak stared at his opponent, his mind churning. Concentrating, he forcibly willed himself to calm down. Forget the taunts, he thought. This must be part of the test. Real heroes can't be baited.
Jak advanced again, slower this time, more deliberately. Now he slashed with the edge of the short sword, great clumsy diagonal arcs that, if they connected, might have lopped off an arm or split open the taunting man’s shoulder. Somehow, the man in the top hat seemed always just out of reach, even though he didn’t seem to be dodging. Always there was that strange blur, a hiss, and then he just… moved. First here, then there; Jak became certain that it wasn't just a trick of the light. Something supernatural was at work here. Was the room itself enchanted?
This continued for several minutes. Soon, Jak was breathing hard from the exertion – no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t hit his opponent. As far as he could tell, the man hadn’t even broken a sweat using whatever strange power was keeping him untouched.
“Put the sword away now, boy. I’ve seen enough. With training you'd be an average fighter, nothing more. You’ll make a decent guard for your father’s goats, but you’ve got no business here. Go home.” Quentin turned his back, swishing his cape in a dramatic flourish.
Sheathing his sword, Jak raised his voice. He gesticulated wildly while speaking, filled with frustration: “How is this fair?! You didn’t hit me either, and I can’t even move around like you!”
A low chuckle filled the room. Jak had the strangest feeling of being lighter as he listened to the man speak. “Hit you? Now there's an idea,” came Quentin’s amused voice, his back still turned to Jak. He turned around, revealing a weathered short sword held tightly in his hand. In an instant, he was rushing at Jak. The blade came down in a crude chop that was sure to drive deep into the boy's shoulder blade.
Jak went to pull out his own sword to block the blow but found it wasn’t there. Time seemed to slow down as he realized that, somehow, it was his own blade that was rushing toward him. Instinct took over; in an instant, Jak's hand flew up toward the oncoming attack as if to catch the razor-sharp blade. At the last second, he spoke a magical command word. The magic he’d prepared while traveling to the castle was suddenly unleashed.
In a flash, his hand turned blue and hoarfrost spread across it. An aura of chilling cold emanated from it, and in the same moment, he caught the falling blade. The edge cut into his hand only slightly – most of the force of the blow had been dissipated by the magical aura. Jak felt nothing but a cold numbness, the same as any other time he had practiced this spell. A thin rivulet of blood pooled and began to coldly congeal around the blade.
Both combatants stared dumbfounded at this development. Jak, for one, had no idea that the spell even had this defensive utility. Adrenaline started to give way to relief as he realized that he could have died in this room, killed by an insulting bastard who didn't seem to care if his test turned deadly. Now, he knew the test was over, and for better or for worse, his magical skills were no longer a secret.
The man in the top hat broke the silence. “Well now.” With effort, Quentin pulled the sword away – a slight cut remained in Jak's ice-blue hand. The interviewer flipped the weapon around and casually offered the hilt to Jak, who took it as he stood up. “Come with me,” he said. He briskly walked out of the room, his cape trailing behind him. Jak followed.
✽✽✽
 
“Farm boy's your problem now, jackass!”
Quentin shoved the young man through the open door. After stopping by a medic's room to bandage Jak's now-warm hand, they had walked together up several flights of stairs and down a long hallway. Finally they stopped at a wooden door; its entire surface was covered in carvings of indistinct faces, and looking at it made Jak uneasy. The spacious room beyond had the appearance of luxury and comfort. A massive window dominated the leftmost wall; Jak marveled that he could see but not hear the Sphynx's falls from it. Arrayed in front of the window were a variety of exotic plants; Jak thought to himself that whoever lived in this place must be quite the gardener.
Instead of proper chairs there were comfortable looking cushions in a variety of colorful hues placed throughout the room. There was a shin-height round table in the center of the room and a small, serviceable-looking kitchen to the right of the door. Jak noticed that the kitchen looked completely immaculate – he wondered if it had ever been used. Except for the scent of the plants wafting over from the window, the room was anodyne, sterile, empty.
A soft, sonorous voice came from the area just behind the open door. “Quentin, please. Do you have to treat all of our guests like this? Even you must learn manners someday.” A pale man with peculiar long violet hair and steelberry-grey eyes emerged from a hidden workspace behind a wooden chifforobe tucked away in the corner of the room. He had a faint and unusual accent that Jak could not place despite having served travelers from both the West and the East at his bar job.
Quentin hadn’t stepped into the room with Jak. Instead, he stood aloof at the threshold. “Whatever. He's yours now. Knows a little magic somehow, probably possessed by demons or something. I hope you and the violet witch had a good laugh,” he spoke. As usual, his voice was heavy with sarcasm, and he had barely finished his words before turning with a flourish and stalking away.
Jak shifted his weight uncomfortably and turned his attention toward the stranger in front of him. Here was a man wearing modest clothing – a simple brown tunic and pants. By his clothing alone he might be mistaken for a tradesman of some kind. He was of average height and was neither muscular nor thin. He had the hawkish face of an artist – delicate features that looked as though they were carefully chiseled out of marble. He would be considered traditionally handsome, but the color of his hair and eyes gave him an outlandish, alien appearance. Despite this, just looking at the man had a strangely calming effect on Jak.
A moment passed as they considered each other. He put his hands together – palms flat against each other like those of a prayerful friar – and bowed slightly. “I apologize for my colleague's conduct,” came the soft voice. “He does not know the meaning of respect.” He paused, then reached to shake Jak's hand. Like everything else about this man, his handshake was a delicate thing. The movement was quick, and Jak noticed that the man's hand was oddly cool to the touch. “My name is Rafael. Please, sit. We have much to talk about.”
“I am pleased to meet you. What is your family name, sir?” Jak inquired. He had never gotten this far in his previous interviews, but his eagerness to continue was tempered by his natural desire to be respectful.
“Rafael, just Rafael, nothing more.” The response confused Jak and made him feel a little uncomfortable, but he resolved to call the Cascadian by his first name – or “sir” – anyway.
An hour passed as Jak and Rafael sat on cushions and spoke of the young man's past and his potential future. True to his nature, Jak was honest in his answers until he was asked about his powers. The strange Cascadian's soft and deep voice echoed in his ears: “Tell me, young Jak. How is it that you came to know magic?”
At this, Jak began to panic. It was the very question he'd been dreading since the day he had picked up the book from a tavern barstool. What would the consequences be for his crime? Would he be denied entrance into the Chateau? He had long-since resolved to lie about the subject, but the words first stuck in his throat, then tumbled out all at once in a clumsy jumble. “W-well, I was on the farm, and I was picking stones. Making room to work the plow and such. Beneath a big one, there was this magic book, and...” As his fictions filled the air of the quiet room, he suddenly felt very foolish.
The violet-haired Cascadian was staring at him with a quizzical, dubious look on his face. Rafael's eyes then narrowed and his lips tightened, forming a small frown. He placed a hand on Jak's knee and said, “There is no need for lies between us here.”
Under normal circumstances Jak would have flinched at the stranger’s inappropriately familiar touch. Ever since meeting the man, however, he had felt oddly comfortable. Despite knowing the potential dangers of speaking about where he had found the book, he had found himself reluctant to lie about it ever since entering the man's room. Now, as it became clear that Rafael could tell when he was lying, Jak felt himself abandoning all pretense. He decided to retell the story, this time without any lies or embellishment.
“I worked at a tavern, the Alecrab Inn. There was a man, probably a highway robber judging by the look of him. I could tell that he was up to no good, maybe even a killer. We get those types passing through sometimes since we're out of the way of the main roads. He had a big pack, full of things, maybe stolen things. The book fell out of it. I took it, sir – I couldn't resist.”
Behind Rafael's meek and soft smile, his aura pulsed imperceptibly.
“As far back as I can remember, I've wanted to be a Cascadian Knight,” Jak continued. “I want to be a hero, to do good in the world. I want to help people. I know it wasn't right to take the book, but he was a bandit... is it so bad to take from a man like that? I just wanted to become strong enough to be worthy of the Chateau, sir, honest. Please don't hold it against me.”
“So – you wanted to be a hero so badly that you stole the book from a man who was likely a thief himself. Rash, bold. Ethically questionable. I like it. Even so...” He trailed off and paused, casting a sidelong glance at Jak. “Turning the book over to our arcane sanctum will be a requirement if you wish to join us.”
Jak nodded – he had expected something like this might happen. Having grown up on lands under the Chateau's protection, he had heard about how the Chateau sometimes expected magical gifts as a requirement for entrance. He reached into the satchel attached to his belt, pulled out the tome, and set it on the cyan-colored cushion next to Rafael. He had already memorized all the parts he was capable of using. Even so, the book was his most treasured possession. In the back of his mind, he wondered why he felt so calm handing it over.
In the short time that he had been in the Chateau, Jak had already seen and experienced many strange things. The boy – inquisitive and observant as he was – had questions for the violet-haired man at his side. Soon the conversation turned itself over to these questions. “Can you tell me how Quentin moved like that?” Jak asked. “I've never seen anything like it.”
Quentin, Rafael explained, possessed a rare and mysterious power. Few knew of its existence; like magic, it empowered a person to perform supernatural feats. If a layman were to see someone use such a power, they'd likely assume that the person was a wizard. It was not wizardry, though. This force did not require the memorization of lengthy phrases in arcane tongues, nor enact any sort of ritual, nor speak any exacting phrases, nor carve any runes, nor perform any gestures. This power was Innate.
As Rafael explained it, a person is simply born with this ability. They contain within their own minds a sort of wellspring of supernatural power. Of all the races on the surface of Genesis, only humans had ever been known to be born Innate. This trait, he explained, was unknown to most because of how uncommon it was; perhaps one in a million souls would be born with such power. An Innate's gift was willpower and concentration given form. Those born with this power paid for its use with mental and physical exhaustion. When overexerting themselves they could induce starvation or fainting in their own bodies. An overly ambitious Innate might even manage to inadvertently kill himself through reckless overexertion.
This power was an exotic thing, distinct in function from any known magic. This was the case with Quentin, a man with the unique and powerful ability to manipulate space itself, moving objects and his own body from place to place. Compared with this, translocation magic was considerably limited. At best, a wizard could fashion great, ungainly portals – and even these were unreliable, dangerous, and costly. Few men, if any, knew the secrets of their construction, and those that existed in Genesis were usually ancient half-broken relics from prior civilizations.
“Some Innates are able to read thoughts, manipulate energies, or conceal themselves from the awareness of others,” Rafael said, “but no two Innates are the same.”
“Are these powers I could learn?” Jak asked. He felt uncomfortable knowing that men existed who could read his thoughts as easily as a normal man reads a book. He felt a sudden desire for some way to protect himself.
“No, never,” said Rafael. “As I said, you are either born with it or you are not – it can only be honed if it is present to begin with. As for you... you are no Innate. There is, however, something strange about your soul. I can feel it.” Rafael emphasized the word feel, lingering on it curiously before proceeding with his thoughts. "Magic retreats from you, and yet I can sense it inside you. Perhaps our queen could say more.” He paused for another moment, and then continued in a somewhat more formal tone. “In any event, the fact that you can cast at all speaks to your great determination. I can tell you are observant, intelligent, capable, and loyal by nature. This is why I believe you, young Jak, will make an excellent candidate for Cascadian training.”
The pale man continued to speak – he was describing Jak's new quarters in the Chateau – but the young man barely heard it. The dull ache in his injured hand throbbed, but he no longer noticed it. All he could feel was relief – relief and vindication. Years of preparation had finally paid off. He was going to be a Cascadian Knight!
Jak hastily sent letters back home, letting his family and his employers know he would not be back for some time. His life changed dramatically over the next few weeks. Back on his father's farm, the days had seemed like they were crawling by at a snail's pace; here, with so many new things happening, time felt as though it were accelerated. His heart felt light in his chest, and for the first time in his life he felt as though he could breathe freely; a giddy joy threatened to overwhelm him as his long-sought dream began to take shape. He had been provided with living space in a dormitory and a bunk bed to sleep on. His first morning after sleeping in the lower bunk, he opened his eyes and saw that the understructure of the top bunk was made up of crisscrossed bars; he grabbed one, lifted himself to a sitting position, and wore a smile on his face for the rest of the day.
In what seemed like a moment, he had become a provisional citizen of Cascadia, with all the responsibilities and privileges that it entailed. Of course, provisional citizenship was a delicate thing. It could be revoked at any moment if his service to the Chateau was deemed a bad investment.
The life of a true Cascadian Knight was a surprisingly free one, unless they were on assignment. These warriors tended to come and go as they please, with no particular day-to-day duties. The life of a provisional citizen was something entirely different. Maintenance of the grounds and various other day jobs are performed by trainees or paid help from the nearby riverside villages; such drudgery was now included in Jak's daily responsibilities, but he performed them with great cheer.
Jak's life became very structured. Every day he attended tutelage in subjects such as politics, history, and – to his great pleasure – swordsmanship. He asked to be given instruction in magic but was denied. Access to the expensive and rare magical books in the arcane sanctum was a privilege reserved for only a select few Cascadian Knights.
Instead, he saw a tutor twice a week who worked to improve his fledgling skills. The man's name was Stryx; he was a heavyset middle-aged Cascadian Knight who had chosen to be an instructor rather than venture into the field. Rumors were abound that he had suffered some terrible wound in his younger years; it was said that the experience haunted him to this day. If the rumors were true, Jak wouldn't have been surprised; the man was perpetually grim-faced and not particularly talkative.
A year passed like this, and Jak turned nineteen without much fanfare. His skills with a blade were found wanting – despite the training, it was clear that he would never be much more than a mediocre swordsman. However, with the help of Stryx he had slowly learned new skills. While these lessons were exceedingly difficult for him, he found that with great effort he could now envelop a blade with the energies he had already learned to manipulate.
He took to the academic lessons, those of diplomacy, history, and geography, like a fish to water. His classmates – mostly wealthy young sons of Cascadian Knights – sometimes mocked him for his upbringing. Looking at Jak, one could easily mistake him for an oafish ranch-hand. However, any time with him in class revealed that the young man had quick wits and a strong analytical mind. His wealthy colleagues gradually developed a begrudging respect for his work ethic and aptitude for learning.
To Jak’s surprise, he never found himself feeling especially homesick. Instead, he threw himself into his training. He mused that, aside from the instruction and the locale, his life had not really changed all that much. He had been put to work at menial tasks that reminded him of the jobs and farm work he had once done. Instead of milking goats and serving watered-down beer to unwashed travelers, he scrubbed pots and cleaned floors.
In spite of the giddy cheer that filled his transition into this new life, he found himself to be a bit lonely. The trainee washout rate was quite high, so he had trouble making long-term friends among those in his dorm. Those that didn't wash out often looked down on him for his low birth even if they were forced to respect his diligence. As a result, the young men mostly ignored Jak, which he appeared to take in stride. This was a facade. Jak was a young man who was focused on his goals but was by no means antisocial. In his private moments, he cursed his inability to establish meaningful friendships with his new peers.
The Chateau did not pay him, but provided his tutelage, his lodging, and his day-to-day upkeep. Thanks to the Chateau cafeteria he was now eating far better than he had been in his backwater hometown; he began to fill out, thanks, in large part, to his new training regimen and meal plan. He had always been wiry, but now he began to look more the part of a man.
There were many things about living in the Chateau which made Jak feel like a fish that had been scooped up out of the water into a strange new world. It took him some time to get used to the flickering crystal lights. He learned that they were manufactured through some mysterious and possibly magical method in a remote place called Lantern City. Rumor had it that the lights could influence living beings, altering their moods or even granting them strange powers. If this was true, Jak certainly had not noticed it; like so much of what he heard in the dormitory, he chalked it up to dubious gossip.
He also had to get used to the other denizens of the place. Humans were far and away the most common species in Genesis, especially west of the river Sphynx, but here in the Chateau one could find many species of demihumans. They were still rare; in the entire Chateau there were only a handful of such individuals. Certainly it was not as unintelligibly cosmopolitan as living in the Eastern Affiliation. Nonetheless, Jak had often caught himself staring. The occasional demihuman that had passed through his village always kept their distance from the locals.
They had good reason for keeping to themselves. The closer to the empire in the West, the bigger the risk they might be captured and subjected to thralldom. On paper, thralldom in the West was voluntary. However, the laws against involuntarily thralldom were regularly circumvented. Thralldom – or slavery, as it was called by people east of the Sphynx – was outlawed entirely in the lands protected by the Chateau. Still, enterprising and foolhardy slavers would sometimes attempt to cross the river in smuggler's boats intending to capture unwary demihuman travelers.
The river was wide, and its waters flowed rapidly enough that it was all but impassable for the better part of the year. Nevertheless, fresh thralls fetched enough coin for some to risk the journey. Sometimes thralls were smuggled through the Chateau itself through subterfuge or bribery. This was often the safer option, for the Chateau regularly sunk any vessels spotted crossing the river. The river Sphynx was Cascadian property, and they guarded it fiercely.
Despite being considered second-class citizens, thralls in the West were treated quite well. As a result, many demihumans in the West were – surprisingly – content with their position. The law in the West was very clear on demihumans: they were to be given what was reverently referred to as The Outsiders' Choice. This choice was simple: thralldom under the highest bidder or deportation to the Eastern Affiliation. Much to the consternation of those who abhorred the practice of thralldom, demihumans often chose it over deportation. Unlike in the East, their safety was assured; this was often worth any price to demihumans in the West. The work was hard, and some demihumans ended up regretting this choice, but under the law they were considered the property of their owners once they made their choice.
Meanwhile, in the lands governed by the Chateau, a demihuman could have gone as far as any human. They could even be taken on as a Cascadian Knight provided they had the skills and talent. Here and there, Jak caught sight of such a Cascadian in his new home; some of whom frightened him, others who made him curious. Between these encounters and his history and diplomacy lessons, he had slowly become familiar with most of the races in Genesis.
There were the orcs, a race of stupid, violent, and muscular demihumans. They were prone to great physical variation amongst tribes – one orc might have had russet skin, large tusks, and stand seven feet tall. Another might have been dull red and only come up to the chest of an average man. The reason for this variation was a matter of much dispute. Scholars in the West asserted that orcs were a soulless race and, being soulless, were perfect hosts for demons and ill-tempered spirits of all kinds. As a result, their bodies were warped to the match the temperaments of the various bugaboos inside them. Some traits were common to all orcs – for example, their skin always trended toward darker tones. They were always able to breed with one another regardless of their physical differences.
For a time, Jak shared his dormitory – a long hallway filled with bunk beds – with a tusked, mottled green orc with ritually scarified skin. Like his brothers, this orc was covered in sinewy muscle and grunted more often than he spoke. Unlike his brothers, this one wore a pair of pince-nez glasses, precariously perched on his brick-like face, as he rumbled down the hallways of the Chateau. It was commonly thought that orcs were just savage beasts, more interested in raiding than cultivating their own civilization, but here was one that had somehow attained trainee status at the Chateau. Jak reasoned that they must not all be so savage if this one had made it here.
This orc was not talkative, but Jak did his best to learn his story anyway. His name was Tusk – an especially common name among his uncreative people. Like many other orcish tribesmen, he had originally come from the desert of Ourolo in the West, which lay in the shadow of the mountains of Peril and split Genesis in twain. These mottled green orcs made up the majority of the thralls in the West; their stupidity and strength made them valuable workers. Most orcs in the West, however, avoided thralldom by lurking in the wild places and raiding caravans whenever possible. The Imperium took a dim view of free demihumans in their borders and did its best to eradicate their settlements whenever it finds them.
There were also the kobolds, a curious race of little lizard men. They stand at only three or four feet tall and have arm-length prehensile tails. Kobolds enjoyed a special status in the Western empire where they were kept as the talking pets of wealthy families. Nearly all free, or “feral,” kobolds lived deep underneath the Peril mountains, but few of those were around anymore. For a greedy, hungry kobold, the prospect of a mostly-free lunch was hard to turn down. When kobold-keeping became popular, the mountains emptied out in a historical event known as the Kobold Diaspora. As a result, the well-kept streets of Western cities were rapidly overrun with intemperate kobolds looking for homes.
Kobolds were inquisitive and clever – far cleverer than they let on, at any rate. They were also prone to clumsiness and making rash decisions, which helped to foster the misconception that they were unintelligent. A major kobold trait was entitlement and an unshakeable belief that kobolds are the superior race. Because they tended to lack or even understand social graces, they would openly blurt out opinions that may seem ridiculous or offensive to others. It was not uncommon for a kobold to demand “kobold bits” (a specialty food manufactured in the West) and, upon receipt, immediately declare that the generous human was their slave. In the West, this sort of behavior was often considered entertaining among kobold enthusiasts. Others were easily annoyed by it – thus, many pejoratives evolved among those who found these “pets” wanting. Of all demihumans, kobolds were the most numerous, largely due to their newfound “domestication.”
In the East, the octorans lived in the great saltwater lake in the center of the Affiliation. They were a strange octopus-like race capable of walking on land and were deadly in combat with their many arms. Despite their combat prowess, they were a peaceful race; left to their own devices they might have quietly tended to their lake-floor farms forever. It was said that the arcane bio-viziers of the Affiliation used them alongside other demihumans as templates for horrific chimeras: monstrous beasts forged by a combination of chirurgery and magic. It was, in fact, common in the East for warriors to have octoran-style tentacles grafted onto their person. Like most of the vulgarities visited upon the denizens of the East, this sort of mutilation was not optional. Citizens conscripted by their local Tower Lord could have expected to receive any number of “gifts” of this nature. When he learned this, Jak wondered whether the tentacles were magically grown or if they had come from the octorans themselves. He mused that his father, with his inane ideas about magic being the work of demons, had at least been right that it could be very unpleasant if taken too far.
Even the men of the land could differ greatly in demeanor and appearance. The minority Ouroloans in the West were olive-skinned, bearded, hirsute, brash and quick to anger, but also quick to drink with their foes and to forgive. Some believed that these desert-wanderers were the result of mixing bloodlines with an ancient, extinct species of earth-spirits long ago. Outside of the Ouroloan desert, almost all non-Ouroloan men of the Imperium were fair skinned, with eyes and hair tending toward lighter colors. In the East, the men were a long-legged and dark-skinned folk who tended toward powerful builds when not malnourished. However, one could find all sorts of men in the East. As there was no proscription against miscegenation between the men and demihumans there, many half and quarter-breeds lived within the borders of the Affiliation.
He learned of other less prolific races, but it wasn't long until he encountered one that wasn't mentioned in any of the Cascadian library’s many books. On a day near the end of his first year at Chateau Cascade, Jak was introduced to a peculiar little creature he came to know only as Lunarm.




A Gathering of Allies
The sun was just beginning to set and its autumn light flowed richly through the Chateau's tall stained-glass windows. After his swordplay training, Jak had a shower; even after a year in this place he still marveled at the technology. The plumbing had been purchased from and installed by Western engineers – it allowed the Chateau to pump fresh river water in from the Sphynx itself into the castle for a variety of purposes. Jak often wondered how it was that the river replenished itself, given that it fell off the floating
continent and into the interminable abyss below. This was one of the great mysteries of the land; it seemed that the river must flow from some endless wellspring in the Peril mountains. Cartographers who ventured into that part of the world rarely returned, and those that did would speak of little other than the horrifying creatures that lurked in those dark places. As a result, the Sphynx's nature remained a mystery to most.
Jak strolled shirtless into the dorm with nothing but the towel tied ‘round him at the waist and found a young woman standing idly next to his bunk, staring at her feet. Jak felt his heart leap up into his throat – this girl was breathtaking. With his training he hadn't had time for romancing over the past year, but that didn't stop him from thinking about girls or trying to strike up conversations with those who were in the castle. He was especially partial to the brunette named Anne who made deliveries for the quartermaster, but this new, exotic pale vision of a girl had blown mousy little Anne right out of his thoughts. He realized that he had been staring at her for almost a full minute and decided he ought to speak.
“Oh, are you my new bunkmate?” He hoped that he didn't sound too hopeful. “My name's Jak, what's yours?” He extended a hand, offering to shake hers. His heart raced involuntarily at the thought of her touch. He was so nervous that his towel almost slipped off as he reached out.
She looked up, then tilted her head to the side. From her previous posture, Jak had assumed she was simply shy; now, she wore an inscrutable half-smile as she appraised the young man in front of her. He could not fully read the expression, but it gave him the impression that the girl was not, in fact, bashful at all. He had the strangest feeling that he was a mouse, and a cat had come to play.
She had the same peculiar violet hair as Rafael, and the same grey eyes – only hers were faded. Older. Her deadened eyes clashed strangely with her youthful face. Looking at her now, closer, he felt as though he had seen her somewhere before but chalked it up to his memories of the man who had given him a place at the Chateau one year ago. Looking at her had made Jak's towel feel considerably tighter. He shifted uncomfortably, hoping that she hadn’t noticed.
She barely acknowledged him; she cast an appraising sidelong glance in his direction but did not reach out to take his outstretched hand. Jak awkwardly smiled and dropped his hand to his side as she began to speak. “Lunarm is like you. New to the world. A babe in the woods.” Her eyes gleamed wetly but her soft, sing-song voice didn’t waver. “I expect you to treat him well. Children deserve love even if they do not always get it.”
He blinked, stupidly, several times. What the hell was this girl rambling about? He tried to work over what she had said, but his brain felt like it had been dipped in molasses – he found himself staring at her body, barely registering her strange words. She could not be described as voluptuous; instead, she was thin and fragile-looking, and pale as a porcelain doll. Even so, he could not help himself. It didn't help his distraction that she was wearing a somewhat sheer blue gown that left precious little to the imagination.
“I... think you have me confused for someone else. I'm Jak.” His voice cracked a little and he wore a wide, goofy smile on his face despite his confusion.
She reached into the cleavage of her gown and pulled out a velvety purple bag the size of a goose egg. She set it down on Jak's bed, moving with an otherworldly grace. Jak simply stared as she turned to go. Then, as if changing her mind about something, she turned slightly and gave him another sidelong glance. She said, “The demons don't like you. Perhaps that makes you lucky. Perhaps it makes you unlucky.” And with that, she abruptly glided out of the room.
Jak shook his head, trying to clear his thoughts – and of the smell of her lavender perfume. He hadn’t the haziest idea what she meant, of course, and couldn't rid himself of the feeling that he knew her from somewhere. He had seen her before, he was sure of it. As he pondered, he noticed the velvet bag on the lower bunk next to him start to move. Jak's mouth opened wide in surprise as a little, rocky yellow hand appeared out of the tiny opening. Then, another. Together they started to push the bag open entirely. Soon, the denizen of the bag had freed himself.
It was a little yellow rock-like creature. His head was in the shape of a crescent, but the rest of his body was that of a stubby little man, maybe five or six inches tall. He was luminous like the crystals that lit many of the rooms in the Chateau – his rocky flesh glowed softly with a dim yellow light. Two emerald-green crystalline eyes sat close to the top of his banana-head and they rotated to look directly at Jak. His mouth seemed as though it was perpetually curved into a happy little smile. Jak simply stood there, wearing a look of utter disbelief on his face as he scrutinized the tiny creature. Suddenly, it began to speak.
“Lunarm is only five-months-old!” the little rock-man exclaimed. A slightly brighter yellow light emanated from his mouth as he spoke. His voice was tinny, albeit surprisingly human – in fact, his voice might have been easily mistaken for that of a very young boy. “I'm a moon-rock. You have to take care of me. Mistress said so! Don't worry, Lunarm is useful. Be friends with Lunarm, okay?” He spoke with the sort of excited innocence one usually only hears in a small child's voice.
“Uhh...” For a moment, all Jak could do was let out a dull noise, a sign of his confusion. “Mistress? Who was that girl?”
“Mistress is queen! Everyone listens to mistress. Mistress is strong, pretty, and magical. Mistress grew Lunarm from a little yellow rock and gave him love and moonlight and now Lunarm grows fast. Mistress is great!” Jak noticed the little creature gestured wildly while it talked. It almost looked like it was dancing and, despite how flabbergasted he was by the existence of this creature, he was starting to worry that it might just fall off the bed.
“Wait. Did you say queen?” He went to his bed; on it lay a pair of tanned leather pants that Anne had delivered to him last week. He reached into the pocket and pulled out a copper coin. Turning it in his hand, he took on a dumbfounded expression as he stared at the image embossed on the front of the coin. “Are you saying that was Queen Acelia?”
“Oh yes! Mistress Acelia is queen! Everyone says so.” The little rock-man nodded his banana-head so vigorously that Jak thought it might pop off.
Jak took his newfound stewardship of the little moon-rock man in stride. The Chateau could be a strange place at the best of times; he chose to see this as just another oddity that came along with training at the Chateau and achieving his dreams. Lunarm proved to be an interesting companion – he would attend Jak's lessons with him, sitting quietly on his shoulder, sometimes whispering in his ear about the lecture topic. Jak found himself talking openly to the little creature about his aspirations, studies, and swordplay, even his various crushes on the girls in the castle and his inability to speak to them without stammering. Lunarm proved to be a constant companion, rarely leaving his shoulder.
The first time Lunarm accompanied Jak to the mess hall, he offered the little creature some of his meal. Lunarm refused, explaining that it did not need to eat, but instead fed on moonlight itself. From this point onward Jak made sure to either set him gently atop a windowsill at night or keep his satchel open if they were outside together. Jak wondered if it was really five-months-old, and if so, how had it learned to speak in such a short amount of time? Jak often found himself puzzling over the origins of his new companion, but questions posed to the creature were often left half-answered.
Most of all, Jak wondered why Queen Acelia herself – the woman in charge of the nation he was training to serve – would bother coming to him directly about anything. An audience with the queen was a rarity. She was well known for spending most of her time cloistered away in some unknown corner of the castle; few of her advisors even knew how to contact her. She seemed to have a prescient knowledge of any crises that might suddenly arise and require her attention. During such times, her advisors would find her casually resting upon her gaudy throne of gems, her signature expression of wistful boredom etched plainly across her beautiful, ancient face. For the most part, however, she was simply absent – and yet, this was the same woman who had paid a personal visit to a young trainee in the dormitory. He couldn't make sense of it.
He tried to ask his instructors about his newfound situation, but none of them had ever heard of a creature like Lunarm. When pressed about Acelia, one of the older instructors had simply chuckled and said that she was a good queen, but an eccentric one. Many seemed to think it was some sort of practical joke. Jak tried to get in contact with Rafael – he quite liked and was grateful to the violet-haired man, as odd as he was – but had not seen him since their initial meeting. He was apparently a difficult man to get a hold of; whenever Jak asked about him, he was told that Rafael was away from the Chateau on business.
Quentin, on the other hand, was a common sight in the castle, coming and going with great frequency. Cascadian Knights were far more powerful than a conventional soldier and tended to act with a certain amount of independence, but unlike Quentin they usually worked in three-to-five man squads. Instead, he almost always traveled alone. His unique talents allowed him to act as a sort of courier and independent agent for the Chateau. As crude and obnoxious as Quentin could be, Jak was grateful for his presence. While they hadn't exactly become friends, they spoke often enough, in passing, occasionally meeting each other in one of the many hallways of the Chateau.
Jak spotted Quentin and stopped him in the cafeteria hall just a few days after he had acquired his rocky friend. When Quentin heard the whole story, he leaned in conspiratorially and whispered, “Now, I know what you're thinking. You met the queen and now you want to know how to get a look at that tight little body. Trust me, I tried too.” Jak's face went slack with surprise as Quentin's eyebrows waggled suggestively above his teashade sunglasses. “What? You think a king like me doesn't deserve a queen? Anyway, don't bother. She's frigid. Try that thick little blonde sous-chef that works down at Gyorgy's Canteen in the basement, she's great. Sally? Sarah? Something like that. Wouldn't know it from looking at her, but she's surprisingly limber if you catch my drift.”
Quentin guffawed loudly and walked off before Jak could collect himself enough to respond. As usual, after talking to Quentin, Jak found himself both disgusted and jealous of this man. He was doubtful of the story – in fact, he was doubtful of most of what the man said. Nevertheless, he figured that it could be true. He couldn't quite explain it, but he tasted bile at the thought of a pretty girl like Sarya with Quentin. Little did Jak know that within a month he’d be forced to spend most of his time with the man.
✽✽✽
 
“Coming! Armor-man is coming! Wake up, Jak! Up! Up!” Lunarm's tiny hands grasped weakly at Jak's sleeping form in the bunk bed. It was just before dawn but slightly past the time he was supposed to wake up. Lunarm tried opening his mouth wide to spill more light onto Jak's eyes but to no effect – his loud snoring continued to fill the room.
He was dreaming about Anne delivering things to him when he felt an iron-clad hand grab roughly on his shoulder. “Whua....?” he mumbled and sat up with a start, rubbing the sleep from his eyes to reveal a one-eyed, grey-haired man in full plate mail standing before him.
It was Corbyn, an old knight who had been teaching him about armor maintenance. His gruff voice spoke, “New orders, trainee. You're shipping out for your evaluation mission.” The man-at-arms dropped a sealed letter in Jak's lap and walked away, grumbling something about “oversleeping” and “laziness.”
Jak looked at the envelope. It was sealed with a large chunk of wax which had been embossed with a miniature castle resting on a bridge, the official royal seal of the Chateau. The envelope, which bore gilded drawings of small teal and blue flowers, seemed like a delicate thing – not something you'd expect to contain military orders. He eagerly tore the envelope open, excited to learn what official message it might contain. Inside was a handwritten letter written on thick white stationery. The script was large, flowing, and flowery – Jak immediately noticed that the i’s were dotted with little hearts and that the entire thing had been written in a dark pink ink. The smell of lavender hit him as soon as he opened it. He read:
Loyal Jak,
How are you enjoying Lunarm? You need not answer. I know that you needed a friend, and now you have one. Oh, how the time flies for us little ones on the back of this great big tortoise in the sky. You have been here for a year, and now it is time for you to show me what you can do.
I am told you are not a very skilled warrior, but you have taken well to diplomacy. I am therefore sending you on a mission of diplomacy. You will be accompanied by one who completely lacks such graces. He is experienced and will guide you. Meet with him on the west side of the Cascadian Bridge, just outside the castle, at the break of dawn. Bring your travel-things. You shall have need of them, for you will travel far.
The Best Queen There Ever Was,
Acelia
Jak read the letter from start to finish three times. For a brief moment, he wondered what he had gotten himself into. Was this bizarre young woman really the monarch of all of Cascadia? The thought didn't last long – he had long been yearning for an opportunity to go on an adventure. With all the impatience of youth, he wanted nothing more than to prove himself the hero that he had always wanted to be.
He quickly gathered his things. In his usual hip-sheath, he put his old steel short sword. At his right side, he had another sheath and in it he placed a slightly curved scimitar that measured roughly the length of his arm. Both its blade and hilt were forged entirely out of black iron, and runic symbols were carved vertically into either side. The sword itself was effectively on loan from the quartermaster. In fact, it had been made specifically for Jak. However, the expense of the thing meant that eventually he would either have to return the sword or pay for it out of any treasures he found during his missions. A muscled weaponsmith named Herk, enormous and surly, had crafted it from his favorite material. Later, the runes were meticulously carved by an enchanter's apprentice working in the library. Jak didn't know it, but that apprentice's name was Tusk, the very same orc who had once shared a bunk with him. Though Herk had forged the blade and Tusk had carved the runes, the overall design of the weapon had been made by one of Jak's instructors, an enchanter-turned-swordsman who was an expert on mixing swordplay with magic.
Three professional craftsmen – two masters and an apprentice – had been required to create the runic sword. Though finely crafted, there was nothing magical or otherwise supernatural about the blade. Magical weapons were some of the most expensive and rare things in the land; one would certainly not be wasted on a trainee. Its designer had been certain that the inscribed runes would make it easier for Jak to weave his own meager magical spells onto the blade in the midst of combat. Supposedly they had somehow been “keyed” to Jak himself, though Jak himself understood very little about the process.
As he finished preparing to leave, he strapped on his old banded mail. His new station afforded him certain perks, and so the scuffs and dents had been removed by an armor smith. He stopped by the quartermaster’s office on his way out of the castle and filled his satchel with rations for the road – salted jerky, dried vegetables, a few hard biscuits. Standing across the counter, mousy little Anne smiled warmly at him and wished him good luck. He couldn't tell whether she liked him or if she was just nice to everybody.
He looked very much like a young sellsword as he strode out of the castle and onto the Cascadian bridge, the pike-wielding gate guards letting him pass without incident. The sun was casting its first rays of light onto the castle, reflecting a rainbow of colors off the giant stained glass windows. Standing at the white stone saw-tooth battlements and looking out toward the falls and the end of the world was a tall, thin man. He stood there – overdressed in his usual accoutrements – and smirked as though he owned the whole world. It was Quentin Gold.
Jak did a double take. “You're coming with me? Since when do you work with anyone?”
Quentin turned around with a flourish of his cape and pointed rudely at Jak as he spoke. “Actually, farm boy, you're coming with me.” He put great emphasis on the word “me,” as though he felt that he was the most important person in the world. “I'm on babysitting duty again, only this time it's a little longer term. Woe is me. But hey, it's good for you. Maybe if you're lucky I can at least show you how not to piss yourself around the whores we meet on the road.”
Quentin abruptly walked off toward the west, away from the castle. Jak moved to follow. “Wait. Hold on. I don't even really know what we're doing yet. What’s going on?”
“Mhm, yes, of course, questions,” Quentin said, hastening his gait as if to deliberately annoy Jak. “We're being sent to solve a problem in the Imperium. It is a sensitive situation that may have been caused by rogue – or perhaps not-so-rogue – Affiliation wizards. We're meeting with an Imperium agent to discuss the details, but the long story short is that we're going to solve a problem.”
Jak increased his pace to keep up and replied, “Wizards? What sort of problem are they causing?”
“Just be patient, farm boy.”
They kept walking until they reached the end of the bridge, where mossy white stone turned to the sandy earth at the easternmost edge of the Ourolo desert. Jak squinted and then shielded his eyes with one hand in order to block the bright morning sun. There, leaning next to an old, dilapidated caravan hooked to an old, tired camel, stood a whiskered middle-aged man in a ten-gallon hat, slowly sharpening the edge of a wide-bladed hatchet with a whetstone.




The Hangman
In the cities of the Imperium of Virtue, crime was rooted out with brutal alacrity by the Enforcers. This was done with such methodical efficiency that one could easily get the impression that there had never been any crime or poverty to begin with. All such cities stood as a testament to the culture of the Imperium, with well-kept lawns, picket fencing, and attractive hard-working families as the norm. Innates – rare as they were – were welcomed here, as it was discovered that their unique gifts could be used in miraculous and synergistic ways with the Imperium's technology. Because the power of the Innate seemed to be an exclusively human phenomenon, the Imperium took it as a sign that the power was morally acceptable. Of course, commoners could scarcely tell the difference between a wizard and an Innate. Using such powers in public could therefore easily result in a commotion or even an arrest for disturbing the peace. To avoid such problems, Innates were required to register for a license within the Imperium. This mandate ensured that the Imperium was able to keep a list of almost every Innate within its borders.
Magic was another story entirely. Unlike in the freewheeling Eastern Affiliation, magic was prohibited as a degenerate and antisocial influence – in its place, gem technology was the basis of their society. Criminals were treated harshly within the Imperium, but magic users and smugglers caught with magical contraband were dealt especially harsh punishments. The reach of the Enforcers, however, didn't always extend to backwater settlements – there, a local sheriff or two might have to keep the peace without much assistance from the main government. Magic sometimes flourished in these places on the edge of civilization.
This place was named Woodswood, and it was an out-of-the-way township built around a logging camp. It lay in the shadow of the massive forest at the end of the world, tucked away in the southwestern most corner of Genesis. A stout boy was born here, and before long he grew into a stout young man. His birth name was Karzt Coffington, but to many of the townsfolk, he was, like his father before him, known only as the Hangman. It was not without a sense of irony that he was called the Hangman, for his grim work was done with an axe and not a noose.
Despite his profession he was a bright-eyed young man with a cheery disposition; he had only taken on his father’s mantle out of a strong sense of duty and a desire to support his aging and sick parents. His services as both sheriff and executioner were rarely required outside of the trading season, so he normally worked as a logger. He was well-liked by the other townsfolk and was known to willingly lend a hand whenever there was a need.
Once cowled in his executioner's hood, Karzt became another person entirely. Stern, unbending, emotionless. He became a stone whose sole purpose was to enforce the harshest penalties that justice can offer. His small community became a trading hub for produce in the summer months. While there was not much homegrown crime, the influx of travelers virtually guaranteed a local murder or that some poor woman would be assaulted. Karzt found himself chopping off hands more often than heads, as theft was exceedingly common among the worse-natured of traders. He had also performed castrations, a punishment reserved for a very particular type of crime. Once in a while he suffered the unsavory task of decapitating an adulteress; a wanton wife in the Imperium could easily expect to come to a bad end. Almost all of these punishments came with a choice, not unlike the Outsiders' Choice. Those who broke the laws of the Imperium were considered to have lowered themselves to the status of a demihuman, and thus they might choose thralldom over whatever punishment they had earned. Few took this option. Losing a hand, or worse, was often considered preferable to such a degradation of one's social standing.
When men and women fell to Karzt's massive axe, his well-muscled lumberjack's physique never failed to deliver a swift, clean decapitation in one stroke. He'd wash the blood from his hood and move on. Time had marched on, the rote regularities of his life churning like the gears of a meticulous machine. He was already thirty. Indeed, he might have continued at his grim routine forever if not for a fateful run-in with the supernatural. When a mysterious traveler known as Kanderu came to town, Karzt's path was irrevocably altered.
For two months, it went like this: once per week, every week, a trader or villager would be murdered. The crime always took place at midnight on the final day of the week, like clockwork. The culprit would be a local, more often than not a well-known friend of Karzt's. The evidence against them would be unassailable, the murders taking place in public venues with many eyewitnesses. Karzt had no choice; he would execute the culprit, tears stinging his eyes beneath his hood as he wondered what dark force could have corrupted the minds of his friends. His true heart began to grow as stony as the facade he put on whenever he donned that hood.
A rider had been sent to the nearest Enforcers' adjunct office, but it might be months until someone was sent to investigate the madness that was overtaking the town; Karzt prayed that an expert in such matters would arrive soon. The people of Woodswood began to believe that their home had been cursed by some sort of dark magician, and that this killing madness would go on forever until the place was exorcised of some unknown evil. The locals began burning sage in their homes at night, hoping that it would offer them some protection.
It was the middle of the night, three months after the first killing. Karzt woke up to the sound of local militia pounding on his door. He had been placed at the scene of the latest murder, a massive axe in his hands, chopping up one of the local whores in the town thoroughfare. Looking to his mantle, he saw that his axe was missing from its stand.
The next several days were a blur. He was kept in a dank cell – the same one he had used to house criminals awaiting sentencing. He was chained up and fed nothing but gruel as the authorities decided what to do with him. A week passed, and there was no murder. The town was abuzz with the news – people who had been his friends a fortnight ago now cursed the Hangman's name. A mass hysteria had consumed the village; they were now convinced that Karzt alone was the source of all their woes. It was said that the Hangman had come to lust for blood and had corrupted himself and the town with magic in order to slake his unholy thirst for carnage. Now that he was locked up, the curse was ended.
Karzt was delirious, angry, and confused at his predicament. He wondered if he really had killed that poor woman and simply did not remember it. When his jailers told him of the town's suspicions, he simply swallowed hard and did not move from the corner of his cell. He couldn't understand why the people would be so quick to blame him. Didn't they know that he was their protector?
By the next day, he was filled with doubt. Could it be, he thought to himself, that I was the one what did all this?
On the ninth night of his imprisonment, he heard a strange, tittering laugh in the darkness. Kehehehe, it echoed, high pitched and lilting. It seemed to be coming from somewhere in his cell.
"Your lack of Knowledge is what brought you to this end, Hangman." Somehow, Karzt could tell that the voice meant capital-K Knowledge – a religious concept like gnosis or nirvana. The whisper-voice sounded demented, inhuman. “Let me fix that,” it hissed, and punctuated the statement with another tittering, inhuman laugh.
Karzt’s eyes swiftly scanned his cell but found nothing. He began to believe that he must be going insane. All of a sudden, he felt a wet, warm thing touching the back of his neck. Acting on instinct, he tried to swing a haymaker at the darkness behind him but found that his muscles refused to respond. His body went limp and his eyes rolled back in his head as darkness took him.
Karzt found himself suspended in a sort of semi-lucid dream. In this state he was gifted with a series of visions of the traveler Kanderu, a short man with bland features wearing tanned clothes and a yellow domed pith helmet. The man was dressed differently and looked years younger, but Karzt immediately recognized him as a trader who had come to town hawking old statuettes and ceramics. He felt himself floating as if he were some invisible bird, forced to observe the man's progress.
In a hazy vision, Karzt saw Kanderu exploring the ruins of a long-forgotten mountainside desert temple that had been left in disrepair. He nimbly navigated the crumbling stone floors and collapsed columns of this ancient place and eventually came across a disused fane. There was a hole in the ceiling through which a single beam of sunlight shone brightly onto an artifact resting on a high altar. It was a greatsword, two-handed and massive, engraved with the ancient runes and sigils of Chaos and Knowledge, and these markings glowed with an unearthly dim red light. Below it were glyphs signifying warning and danger, glyphs and runes and sigils in many different languages. Karzt had never seen such script in his life but somehow, in this dreamlike state, he understood the warnings perfectly. If Kanderu could read them, he did not care – boldly stepping forward, he seized the blade’s hilt.
The result was instant and horrible; Kanderu’s flesh bubbled grotesquely, as if scarab beetles were crawling around just underneath his skin. He began to scream out a horrible agonizing shout, but the scream was quickly choked off by violent gurgling. All at once, pieces of his flesh began to liquefy and drip off, striking the ground with loud wet splashing noises. Soon he couldn't scream at all and just groped helplessly at what was left of his throat – its cartilage now exposed – with his rapidly liquefying hand.
The man had been reduced to a puddle of fleshy sludge, but that was not the end for him. Moments later the puddle started to writhe. Its surface roiled and bubbled; then, just as quickly as he had fallen apart, he began to reform. First the liquid rose up into thrashing, transient alien shapes: pseudopods, tentacles, vines and even leaves. The shapes were becoming recognizably more human; a hand would reach up from the ooze, then an arm. All were gelatinous at first, then slowly solidified into something more human seeming. Finally, the pool rose up all at once to form a familiar shape. Kanderu was standing there, a nude human man, his pith helmet and other clothing lying on the dusty stone floor.
He glanced over at the sword, still inserted into a slot on the altar. The runes of Chaos and Knowledge were no longer glowing. Still nude, he walked a few paces away and stopped in the center of the room. He directed his attention to his own hand and raised it in the air, great curiosity painted on his face. The hand shifted, deliquescing and then becoming a hoof, then a tentacle, then a massive eyeball, and then a normal hand again. A wicked grin appeared on Kanderu's face, and he strode back the way he came, toward the exit of the temple.
Then the vision began to change, the scenery transforming rapidly – Karzt felt his soul grow heavy with the weight of many years passing. He saw Kanderu, older now, riding into his town on a fiery red horse, a knowing smirk on his face. Then, the man's shape began to change. One by one, he took the forms of each of the supposed killers that Karzt had executed. Then, in the shape of Karzt's friends and neighbors, Kanderu committed the killings. Finally, Karzt beheld a vision of himself hacking up a woman in the street with his own axe. His doppelganger was perfect in everything but the eyes, which gleamed with a sinister crimson. Those eyes were full of bloodlust and evil. Upon seeing this, the visions came to an abrupt end. Karzt gasped for air as he opened his eyes, realizing he hadn't taken a breath the entire time. Catching his breath, realization struck, and he began to shout.
“You, it was you!” he shouted, “you piece a’ shit!” He screamed incoherently – the primal guttural war cry of a man whose life has been destroyed – and threw wild punches into the dark of his cell. One connected with the wall and he felt pain shoot up his hand and into his arm. He heard more tittering in the darkness – it continued for several seconds, retreating until Karzt could no longer hear it at all.
Two more days passed without incident. Karzt spent the time mulling over the strange vision he had been given. Magic – that accursed thing borne from the Eastern barbarians – was clearly to blame. He cursed its name again and again, vowing to exact revenge on the man-thing he had seen. Time passed. He ate gruel, pissed into a pot, and wondered why he hadn't been executed yet. By Imperium standards, this was considered exceptionally slow justice.
Almost two weeks into his captivity, his old deputy came bumbling down the stairs of the prison-cellar. John was a fat, red-cheeked young fellow who had recently married an even fatter bride. The last time they'd met had been on John's wedding day. By that time, the killings had already started, but the wedding had nonetheless been a welcome respite from the dark cloud of misery that hung over their town. Karzt remembered the jovial look on his deputy's face as he kissed his bride. Now he wore a frown on his face.
“Sorry ta see the state of ye, Karzt,” he said. He held a flickering torch in one hand and a set of keys jangled in the other.
Karzt looked up, his eyes dilated wide in the darkness. He was unshaven and dirty after having spent so much time in his cell. “So ye’r here. What's it gonna be, John? Hanging or th' axe?”
“Drawn an' quartered, I'm 'fraid. Th' townspeople is shook. They want t' make sure th' killer gets what's comin' to him. Only... you ain't done it, did ya? Tell it to me true, Karzt.”
“John, if I told it true, ya'd just think I'd lost my senses.”
“Ain't look like you got anywhere t' be. Try me.” John unlocked the cell. Karzt looked at him warily and stared into his eyes half-expecting to see a maleficent crimson glow. Instead, Karzt only saw the familiar hazel-colored eyes of his friend, and he felt a deep but momentary shame at his own suspicions. If John noticed, he pretended not to; he beckoned toward Karzt to follow, his jovial nature making the gesture seem friendly and lighthearted even in this dark time.
Karzt followed John upstairs into the empty office. Some candles were lit, and Karzt saw that the sun had already set for the day. He had lost track of time in the cell beneath the sheriff's office. John brought two steaming cups of coffee and set them down on an old sandalwood desk. The two men sat down and regarded each other in silence before Karzt finally began to speak. His voice went dead and devoid of all emotion as he described the otherworldly vision. He spoke like a man delivering his final testament, his last words before an execution. Perhaps he thought he was doing just that.
For John's part, he asked no questions as his friend spoke of the supernatural experience in the cell. Instead, his eyes widened further and further until Karzt finished his tale. He asked his old friend to repeat the story from the top, and when that was over, he became quiet. For a time, he simply stared at Karzt, his hand covering his own mouth as the slow wheels of thought churned in his brain. Eventually, he broke his silence.
“You and me got history, Karzt. Ya didn't have ta make me yer deputy – God knows ya didn't need one. You ain't never done nothin' to make me think you was crazy, or that you'd a gone and kilt that woman. I believe yer story Karzt, I do, and I'll be damned if'n I'm gonna let anyone tie them ropes on ya because 'o what some kinda magician did.” He spat the word magician like a curse.
Until now, Karzt was staring into his coffee, rarely stopping to sip. He glanced up and ran one of his big hands over the beginnings of a beard on his face. “What are ya saying here, John?”
“I'm sayin' ya escaped. Nobody never seen hide nor hair of ya ever again.” John stood up and waddled to the door, opened it, and looked pointedly at Karzt. There was a deerhide travel backpack sitting in front of the door, rations and a water skin visible from its opening. A sharp-looking hatchet was leaning against the backpack.
“I'm supposed t' just leave y'all t' deal with that thing?” Karzt walked over and picked up the hatchet, testing its weight in his hand. “I don't think so.”
“Karzt, th' townsfolk want ya dead. Ya can't protect 'em like this. Let me take care 'o this one for ya. An' besides... summer's over. Th' traders are packing up. Saw a fella on a bright red horse leavin' today, in fact. Headed northeast. Maybe ya can catch 'em an' give some kinda peace t' the dead. Maybe ya can’t. I'm thinkin' ya ought ta put all this behind ya. Start a new life. It ain't a job fer one man, not now that we know fer sure it's magic what done the deed. Th' Enforcers up in Sundale oughta be here soon. They'll give us th' time 'o day fer somethin' like this, they'll clean up this mess. Get goin'. I'll tell 'em ya got away. Go.”
Karzt stood and looked at his friend, then toward the door. He opened his mouth to argue but then realized there was nothing left for him here. Squaring his shoulders for the task ahead, he picked up the backpack and walked out the door. As he stepped out into the night air and began his long march northeast, his old deputy's face began to bubble and roil like boiling water.
✽✽✽
 
“Kehehehe…”
He was standing on an impossibly tall grey stone pillar. A dark, starless sky loomed overhead. All around him was nothing but an inky black expanse with a strange purple-toned haze permeating throughout. He felt cold rough winds battering him, threatening to send him tumbling into the abyss below. Far, far below, he could see an endless purple desert stretching out in all directions. Shivering, he struggled to remember how he’d gotten here.
“Kehehe… you killed them, Karzt. Karzt Coffington. COFFIN! You put them in COFFINS, just like your name! Kehehehehehe!”
It was a stupid joke – childlike, even. In the horrible tinny voice of the shapeshifter, however, it took on a sinister and disturbing air. The voice seemed to be coming from all directions at once, echoing around him. Here, in this ephemeral dream land, the sound was almost deafening; its force vibrated the hazy granules in the air and Karzt want to cover his ears and make himself small.
Karzt shook his head, trying to clear his thoughts. A moment ago he had felt slow, groggy, and heavy. Now, the creature's mockery had roused him into a primal, masculine rage. He screamed out a vile curse into the nothingness around him, and the power and fury of his own echoing voice gave him succor in the night. The faces of his dead friends – friends he had wrongfully executed – flashed through his head as he thundered into the purple darkness. Amidst the curses, his voice carried the promise of that deadly and unmerciful justice which he intended to one day bring upon the shapeshifter. He felt bitter frustration at his own powerlessness but knew in his heart that it was possible for men to defeat such magic. How else could the Imperium exist in such a hostile world? He allowed his anger to continue to flow through him to suffuse his entire being. This anger would be the fuel that gave him the courage and strength to square his shoulders for the hard road ahead.
“Don't get mad! I did you a favor! Now you know what it's really like to murder. You're a real killer now.”
The cold wind blew hard and Karzt fell to his knees with the force of it. “Why did you do this?” he shouted, using the power of his own voice to battle the creature's overwhelming din. “Why me? Why Woodswood?”
“Be GRATEFUL, mortal-manling. I found you INTERESTING. Don't get BORING now. I saw the way you took those heads without remorse and I just had to find out more about you. Now we've started the game. My favorite game! Catch me if you can, law-man… kehehehe… hehe… heh…”
The tittering laugh faded just as before, echoing away into the endless purple darkness around the pillar. Losing control of his body, Karzt felt compelled to stand, take a step, and plunge silently into the abyss below.
He awoke with a start, clutching his chest and feeling the fast and hard thudding of his heart. Nightmares like this one had become common in the days since his escape from Woodswood. They felt so real that he was sure that the demon had cursed him; these were not dreams, they were visions.
He was grateful that the morning had come at last. As had become his habit, he had stopped for the night to sleep in some high brush far from any road. He was also glad for his tough work-boots which never seemed to degrade despite the long miles he had put on them. Inside the hide travel backpack, Karzt found his old, scuffed, bronze Hangman's badge with the symbol of a noose engraved upon it. It glinted in the sunlight as he pinned it to his chest – he planned on going far away from here, to a place where nobody would recognize him. Nor would they recognize his symbol of office. Woodswood and its customs were virtually unknown to those in the eastern half of the Imperium.
He had resolved to make a new life, but the shapeshifter was always there in the back of his mind. He knew that he must somehow track down the creature and exact revenge – no, enact justice – for all the men that had been slaughtered in jest at its demented whims. For now, though, the trail was dead. No travelers had seen the trader on the flaming red horse.
He eventually made it as far as the northern edge of the Ourolo desert. Karzt found work over the next few years as a mercenary. Lawless Ouroloan border towns dotted the sands anywhere a reliable well had been dug deep enough to hit the water table. He discovered in himself a natural talent for brawling – his stout lumberjack's body could overpower most would-be bandits with ease. As a result he made a habit of hiring out to mercenary groups protecting caravans from orc raiders or – his preferred job – hunting down criminals. He never handed out his given name, instead telling them only to call him “H.M. Taker.” He was not a terribly creative man, but what he lacked in imagination he made up elsewhere.
He had many opportunities to hone his skills as a mercenary. On one job, he was protecting an iron and gem shipment heading west from a mountain mine when bandits struck. One of them had a revolver. The Imperium was a place of high technology, but even here a rare piece of equipment like a firearm was usually only used by top ranking soldiers. They were extremely expensive and hard to maintain; ammunition was also a rarity, so the owners of firearms often learned to make their own. Indeed, one didn't remain a firearm owner for long without quickly becoming a veritable expert in maintenance or else inevitably breaking the tool for good.
Unfortunately for the gun's former owner, it had done very little to protect him from Karzt's hatchet. The bandit, the leader of his group, made the mistake of firing into the face of the driver of the caravan. He must have thought that it would scare the hired guards and teamsters into submission, but Karzt had other ideas. When the revolver thundered, the Hangman threw his own weapon. The brigand's life came to an abrupt end as a spectacular eruption of blood sprayed out of his neck. Karzt confiscated the weapon as payment for his services that day – it was worth far more than what he would have earned, and he didn't feel as though he deserved to take money from the teamsters after he had let one of them eat a face full of lead.
Over the next few weeks he traded for some technical schematics and painstakingly taught himself the care and maintenance of firearms, as well as the methods of crafting basic ammunition. Luckily for him, his work with the caravans had afforded him the opportunity to collect a considerable trading network – given enough time and money, he could have gotten almost anything. Even magical contraband was available in this corner of the Imperium, but his experience with Kanderu had left him even more averse to anything magical than your average citizen of the Imperium.
After several years of this work, Karzt began to feel comfortable in his new life. He applied, and was accepted, as a roaming constable for the Enforcers – what this meant was that, at least within the confines of the Ourolo desert, he was licensed to enforce frontier justice in the name of the Imperium. He began to feel more like himself; less of a vigilante or mercenary and more like the lawman he used to be. The position gave him access to more resources, and he found himself regularly taking Imperium sanctioned bounties for dangerous magical criminals who often fled to the massive desert as a refuge against justice. He quickly found that most would-be wizards succumbed to a bullet to the head as easily as any other man.
Ten years had passed since the massacre in Woodswood. Karzt reflected that, if the Enforcers were still hunting for the man he used to be, they had utterly failed to find him even as he had worked directly with one of their adjunct offices. The nightmares persisted, but he had grown used to them – as used to them as any man could get. Karzt felt as though these visions were an extension of the shapeshifter himself. A weaker man might have accepted this state of affairs, this constant feeling of being hunted like prey. Karzt instead resolved to be the predator. For the most part he had simply put his old identity behind him. He was H.M. Taker now, nothing else.
He had become proficient with his revolver, both firing and maintaining it. With years of practice his skills as a tracker and survivalist had become nothing short of superb – he could even survive in the high desert when necessary. He had often spent weeks at a time in such rough terrain, stalking bounties. Eventually, however, he was met with a challenge that was too much for him. It was the first time he was forced to request aid from the Enforcers in his entire time in the Ourolo desert.
It started with entire caravan teams disappearing. The caravans themselves would later be found toppled in the high desert, empty of people but with their cargo wholly intact. Karzt first suspected that they were the victims of orcish slavers coming down from the mountains, but this sort of thing was fairly rare – orcs usually preferred to take “shinies” or “munchins,” not people. Victims of orc attacks were often left headless, their skulls taken as trophies and their bodies left to rot in the desert sun. Valuable goods would never be left behind.
Caravans began to hire extra security, and Karzt joined up with the largest one he could find. He hadn't taken a security job in some time, but he sorely wanted to know what was victimizing the teamsters. He had come to regard the people in this desert as his own – and, like all great men, he felt a strong duty to protect his people. It wasn't long until the nature of the threat revealed itself to him.
There was a storm in the desert a few nights into their journey. The sandy earth drank ravenously; the water disappeared as if it was falling into a bottomless pit. The desert became a horrible, muddy mire as far as the eye could see. The teamsters began hastily setting up tents, calming the camels as best they could – clearly, they would travel no further tonight.
Karzt didn't like rain. Lots of things could jam up a firearm, and water was one of them. The lack of visibility was also a problem, but he stood sentry anyway and did his best to scan the murky darkness for threats in the night. He stared out toward the west like a statue, the deep wrinkles in his face creasing even further as he scowled into the night. He raised a hand just above his eyes, sheltering them from the rain.
The rain had become torrential, but Karzt began to hear a low moaning sound amidst the din. A blurry, light green glow could be seen in the distance – it was hard to tell how far, but it couldn't be more than four hundred feet. The glow was beginning to separate into distinct figures. Karzt finally realized that – whatever they were – they seemed to be man-shaped. He turned to face the camp and yelled at the top of his lungs. “Something's coming! To me, to me!”
It was too late for his warning. The creatures had surrounded the caravan, having already closed the distance from the other side. Toward the eastern side of the makeshift camp, he heard the shouting of men and the singing of steel. The teamsters had drawn their sickle-swords, those curved metal khopeshes that ethnic Ouroloans were so fond of. In one fluid motion, Karzt drew his revolver in his left hand and his hatchet in the other. Sensing something right behind him, he swung around and caught it in the neck with the hatchet. It gurgled a low moan and green blood poured out of its neck and mouth, its whole body shuddering grotesquely. Karzt fell to his knees as the creature's body hit the ground, and, with effort, he retrieved his hatchet. He looked around – five more of the glowing shapes were approaching him from the west, much faster now. They had broken into a sprint.
He prayed to himself that the gun would work and pointed it into the night. He added his own thunder to the storm, two deafening bursts like cliff-faces collapsing under their own weight. Two of the glowing figures crumpled and fell. A third shot rang out, the muzzle flash briefly illuminating a monstrous, inhuman face. Gut-shot, the third creature fell. It tripped all over itself as stinking green goop sprayed out of its wounds across the desert sands. The final two were closing the distance now. Karzt took aim, but a big shirtless man with a massive two-handed warhammer – another mercenary hired to guard the caravan – came barreling out of the darkness hammer-first. The weapon's head connected with the skull of one of the creatures with a sickening squelching sound, like rotten meat being thrown onto a countertop. The other creature running next to it was taken down to the ground in the tumult. The mercenary was berserk, shouting with incoherent rage as he slammed the hammer down over and over. Chunks and viscera flew everywhere.
Karzt ran eastward, toward the main carriage. It was an enormous conveyance laden with desert-salt which was meant to be traded far to the west. The plan had been for the teamsters to gather here if they were attacked, and the area had indeed become a battleground. Red blood pooled together with green sludge on the muddy ground, and Karzt could hear the screams of many men in the darkness. Coming closer, he spotted a redheaded boy in plate armor – another mercenary. His longsword lay on the ground and he was missing his helmet. Three of the creatures were pulling him away into the night as he shrieked in terror. Seeing this, Karzt realized the utter strength of these terrors – the three of them were swiftly absconding with the unfortunate ginger despite the considerable weight of his armor. He took aim and out came another roar of deafening thunder. The bullet sailed right over the boy’s shoulder and burrowed deep into the skull of one of the green-glowing monstrosities. The other two didn't seem to care or even notice as they continued to pull the boy into the night. Before he could do more, Karzt heard a distorted, rage-filled scream to the left. He turned and found himself staring right into the gaping maw of one of the things.
It had two rows of jagged teeth, and its jaw was unhinged like that of a snake. Acting on instinct, he swung underhanded with the hatchet – he tore open the creature from crotch to chest, not quite in half but enough to expose all of its innards. One of the thing's arms grabbed him as it was going down, pulling him into the viscous quagmire which had once been a desert. He wrestled to free himself from the wet sands, struggling backwards like a crab. Adrenaline surged through his veins and his ears were pounding with the force of his own blood. He felt a stinging in his right arm and saw that the thing must have had claws – it had torn right through the sleeve of his jerkin. Blood was now freely flowing from the wound beneath. He didn't have time to see how bad it was; all that mattered was whether or not he could still hold his weapons. He worked furiously through the muck, which had become like quicksand, and managed to holster his revolver so that the mud wouldn't jam it. Eventually he got to his feet only to be immediately knocked down again. Some lithe, wet body had slammed into him from behind, causing him to fall face-first back into the sandy mire. The wind was knocked out of him and he struggled to breathe. The hatchet went flying out of his hand, lodging into the side of a carriage – on the front of it, a still-yoked camel screamed hideously and thrashed around in the muck, trying its best to get free. Still trying to catch his breath, Karzt felt lighter as he was lifted up off the ground.
The smell was horrible. It was like a combination of rotting teeth, animal scat, and sickness. His disorientation began to clear as he looked down and saw he was a few feet above the earth, parallel to it. Like the ginger before him, three creatures were carting him off. One held his right leg, the second held the other, and the third gripped his left arm fiercely. His right arm dangled limply until he came to his senses, at which point he began to writhe and panic. Their inhumanly strong grip seemed unbreakable, and he felt a strange wet chill from where their clawed hands were holding onto him. Remembering that he had holstered his gun, he reached into his pocket with his free hand. The thunder cracked again twice in quick succession and the two things holding his legs were blown several feet away. Taken off balance, the third creature slipped and fell – Karzt was brought with it to the ground. He aimed the revolver directly into its horrible face at point blank range.
Click.
Damn, he thought to himself. He had lost count. The slimy thing scrambled up on top of Karzt, furiously clawing at his jerkin. Dropping the gun, he rolled, pushed hard with his arms, and flung the creature off him. It was far lighter than he expected, and the creature went sailing into the muck a few feet away. He grabbed the gun, which was now caked with mud, and holstered it. He wouldn't risk reloading and firing it again without cleaning it, as it could jam or worse.
Scrambling to his feet, Karzt ran back over to the main carriage and tore his hatchet free from its frame. He heard a nearby voice shout in a thick Ouroloan accent, “Haych Eem! Over here!” It was the head teamster. A few men were still gathered around him wielding khopeshes and fighting furiously. They had formed a semicircle around the tail of the main carriage. Karzt dashed over and joined their line. He was breathing hard from the brief but deadly melee and could now feel the strength leaving his injured right arm. Feeling thankful for his natural ambidexterity, he swapped the hatchet into his remaining hand. His relief faded quickly as many glowing green figures began to trail in from all sides.
The men’s blades swung for what felt like hours. Occasionally a man would be forcibly yanked out of the line by a mass of glowing, gangling arms, but for the most part the creatures couldn't force their way through the now-organized defenders. As the storm began to die down, so did the stream of attackers. The moaning of the creatures faded away into the night. When the battle was over, the surviving teamsters and mercenaries huddled together in the main carriage, weapons drawn. No one was able to sleep; instead they sat in silence, wide-eyed and wary.
When the sun came up, they performed an accounting. Including Karzt, ten men remained alive out of the nearly four dozen who had set out. Only seven were able to walk; the remaining three were too badly wounded and had to be put in the carriages. One of the men had lost an eye. Karzt felt grateful that he had come out of the scuffle mostly intact. The chest of his leather jerkin was in tatters, he was scraped up in countless places, and the now-bandaged wound on his right arm throbbed with pain; nevertheless, he could still walk and he could still fight. No corpses from either side remained – the men assumed that the creatures had made off with them for some dark purpose. The teamsters cursed and spat at the added insult; defiling a man's corpse was a great crime in the Imperium, but it was a sacrilege for the Ouroloans.
Karzt sat on a boulder in the light of the hot morning sun while cleaning his revolver and pondering last night's events. Whatever these creatures were, he knew that he had never seen anything like them before. One of the teamsters – a well-traveled merchant and carriage driver – seemed certain that they were “mutants from up Peril way,” but Karzt assumed the man was simply making things up. Tellers of tall tales abound in the desert trade, and Karzt had become accustomed to ignoring their hogwash.
Men who ventured up to the Peril mountains rarely came back. It was known that strange and dangerous creatures lurked there, though the nature of these creatures varied from story to story. Other rumors held that there were orcs, goblins, and even wild men scratching out a living up there despite the dangers. Karzt doubted all such stories; he certainly doubted that any man could breathe the befouled mountain air for long and live. After all, the Imperium's factory-cities had been blowing thick smog eastward into the heights of the mountains for decades. As a result of all these dangers, very few travelers risked a crossing from East to West or vice versa without passing through Chateau Cascade.
Karzt was busy reassembling the pieces of his firearm when a green-glowing something in the sand caught his eye. His heart immediately began to race and, acting on instinct, he threw himself onto the ground, slamming his hatchet into the drying sand. He had missed his target, but now he was mere inches away from it; a single greenish-grey finger was poking out of the ground. He started moving the sand out of the way and quickly concluded that this was the dead hand of one of the creatures that had attacked the caravan. It was still attached to a body which had sunk into the muck during the battle. If the creatures had intended to make off with all of the evidence of their nighttime visit, they had failed.
An hour later the surviving teamsters had fully excavated the corpse and were examining it. Filled with equal parts curiosity and fear, they stood before the corpse and spoke their harsh desert tongue in hushed tones. The creature was roughly the size and shape of a man. It was totally nude, and the presence of genitals revealed that the creature probably reproduced like men. The limbs were long and gangly. Once they’d brushed off the sand, it became apparent that the creature’s flesh was a translucent grey-green. Sickly greenish light emanated from underneath the skin. This one was still glowing faintly, but it seemed to be much dimmer than when it was still alive the night before. Indeed, the glow continued to fade as the men worked. By the time the teamsters finished with their excavation, it had gone out completely. The creature’s eyes were all sclera, with no iris or pupil evident; Karzt wondered if it could even see. The jaw was unhinged with two rows of jagged, half-broken teeth; in the bright desert daylight it looked even more dangerous than it had the night before. It was a wonder that more men hadn't been bitten. Grimy yellow claws grew out from the six spindly fingers which extended from each hand.
The caravan soon made it to its first destination, which was a trading hub on the edge of the Ourolo desert. The town was called Saltflat, and it was considered the last example of real civilization on the eastern frontier. At first Karzt had refused any payment from the teamsters – he felt personally responsible for not having saved more of them. One of them insisted that he at least take a bag of azure powder, the explosive blue substance used to propel the bullets in Karzt's revolver. The stuff was expensive, and he knew that he was going to need a great deal of it; this, he gratefully accepted.
When they got to the town he separated from the teamsters and went directly to the local Enforcers' adjunct office – in a hub like Saltflat, closer to true civilization, they would always establish a direct, if minor presence. There, behind an oak desk, sat a bald man with a thin mustache. Karzt immediately understood that he was dealing with that most loathsome specimen of man: a sniveling bureaucrat. The bureaucrat wore rimless spectacles cut in the shape of octagons and was peering down through them at a large book filled with numbers. Karzt addressed the man.
“Yer an Enforcer?” The years in the desert had softened his accent, and now the words came out with only a bit of his old drawl mixed with the slightest hint of a throaty Ouroloan accent. He had patched his jerkin as best he could, but he still had a wild look about him. Bloodstains remained on his clothes and half-healed wounds covered his body. His hay-colored hair poked out limply and unevenly beneath his ten-gallon hat; he was badly in need of a haircut.
The man glanced at Karzt and pushed his glasses up to the bridge of his nose. In a thin, airy voice, he said, “Yes. I am the representative for the Enforcement Agency of the Imperium in Saltflat. How can I help you?”
Karzt sat down and impatiently told the man what had happened on the way there. He demanded that the EAI send a full regiment of Enforcers to scour the desert for these horrid creatures, or trade would grind to a halt and half the people in the desert would starve during the coming months. A wry smile began to form on the bureaucrat's face.
“You know,” he began, “if I called for a regiment of fighting men every time some sun-addled vagrant came in from the desert claiming that he saw some...” His nasally voice trailed off as he searched for the right words. “What did you call them? Glowing monsters? Well, let's just say the Imperium would run out of men.”
A moment passed as the two men regarded each other. The bureaucrat was smirking slightly while Karzt's wrinkled, sun-beaten face was a stone. He wasn't smiling, and neither were his narrowed, sky blue eyes.
Quick as a snake, Karzt reached across the oak desk and grabbed the man by his fine tunic. The octagonal spectacles hit the table as the bureaucrat started to stammer. “A-assaulting an officer o-of the p-peace is ag-agains...”
Karzt interrupted him, hissing words through his teeth. “Listen to me you piece of shit. My name is H.M. Taker. I've been takin’ bounties through offices like these for years. Now, you might not know me personally but I've done an awful lot for you people. I'm a licensed Frontier Agent for the Imperium. I am not some fucking vagrant, and I didn't watch a few dozen men get killed or carted off to God-knows-where for you to just send me away.” He loosened his grip and the bureaucrat fell heavily into his seat, scrambling to collect his glasses. Karzt slung a very full-looking hide backpack off his back and onto the desk. “Besides, I didn't come empty-handed.” As he emptied the pack on the man's desk, a monstrous severed head came rolling out and came to rest with its mouth open. The creature's two rows of jagged teeth stretched out in a disturbing yawn. Only a few days had passed since the incident, but the head seemed to be decomposing with unusual rapidity. Much of the flesh had started to slough off into a greenish-grey sludge, and pieces of the skull had started to crumble into dust.
The bureaucrat brushed himself off and silently stared at the head. His usually snide face slowly faded into a thunderstruck, pensive, fearful frown. “I'll see if we can come to some kind of arrangement,” he acquiesced in a small voice.
Karzt stayed in Saltflat, recuperating and waiting. When the response letter came back from the Enforcers, it was mixed news. They declined to send any of their own men; they were needed in the main cities, after all. It was not at all unusual for Imperium bureaucrats to avoid risking their own soldiers on issues at the frontier. However, given the severity and possibly magical nature of the problem, they decided to send for mercenaries. The Chateau was always willing to hire out squads, especially if it would aid in keeping the peace between the Imperium and the Affiliation. The arrangements were quickly made.
Karzt was fresh. His wounds were healed, he had resupplied himself through the traders in Saltflat, and he was ready to get back to his duties in the desert. He wasn't happy when he learned how the home office had chosen to deal with the problem; he stood in front of the bureaucrat's desk and scowled as he listened to the mousy little man explain.
“And one more thing,” the bureaucrat continued, “I have your orders from the home office.” He passed an envelope across the desk. It had been sealed with wax in the shape of the official seal of the Imperium, a stylized eagle bearing a skeleton key in its talons. Karzt tore it open, pulled out the letter, and started reading while walking out the door.
Frontier Agent H.M. Taker,
An Outing has been approved in the matter of the Ouroloan caravan attacks. You are hereby commanded to muster at Chateau Cascade within the week. Upon arrival you will meet with one Quentin Gold and company, mercenaries in the employ of Lady Acelia von Cascade. Your orders are to assume command of this mercenary group and ascertain the origin of the hostile creatures discovered in the Ouroloan desert. If feasible, you and your group will eliminate or otherwise stymie the origin of this threat, whatever form it may take and whatever that may entail. You will issue a report on the results of this Outing through the Saltflat Adjunct Enforcement Agency office within one month of receipt of this missive.
A carriage and a driver have been provided and prepared for you, along with a bounty stipend of ten golden Virtues payable in advance and one hundred gold Virtues payable upon successful completion of this mission.
Good hunting H.M.,
J.P. Rockwall, Sub-Intendant, Swansville Enforcement Agency
Rockwall. This was a reliable man, a strong man. For all the bureaucracy of the Imperium, Karzt was thankful that there were still men of action like Rockwall. He was currently pushing pencils, but the man had once been a Frontier Agent. He understood what it was like out here, on the edge of the Imperium, where vicious criminals frequently took advantage of the innocent. Karzt had taken bounties signed by the man in the past; all had been practitioners of the arcane arts or traffickers in magical contraband. Karzt was pleased that a man in such high office took the threat of wizardry so seriously. While they had never met in person, the hangman had developed a quiet respect for the sub-intendant.
Karzt looked up from the letter as he stood upon the porch. Sure enough, there was a carriage parked in front of the adjunct office. A short, well-tanned and bushy-bearded Ouroloan stood there with a grin on his face, leaning against the carriage with a small leather baggy of coins jangling in his hand. A breeze picked up, swaying the thirsty brown grass at Karzt's feet. Scanning the horizon, he was struck by a powerful premonition that the next few months were going to be terribly, awfully eventful.




Cold War
by Cascadian Knight and Scholar Rafael Rockwall – Chapter Excerpt from A Study on Intractable Intercontinental Conflict
Our Lady Acelia founded Cascadia with a simple goal: to keep the peace in Genesis. Geographically, the Chateau is ideally situated to such a purpose. Neither the marching, mechanized armies of the Western Imperium, nor the augmented, charging orcish hordes of the Eastern Affiliation can attack each other without first passing through our gates – and our gates are strong.
Cascadian Knights have a reputation as some of the fiercest, most powerful men and women in Genesis. I can say without hubris that this is a factual representation. Even so, compared to the armies in the East and the West, we are very few in number. My personal research indicates that if either nation wanted to invade us, they would likely overwhelm our defenses. Such a victory, however, would be pyrrhic. Any successful invasion would result in the decimation of the attackers' armies to such an extent that they would be left vulnerable to invasion from their hated enemies.
Why must we Cascadians play this role? On its face, it seems that peace should be a desirable outcome for any nation; and yet, any statesman will tell you that peace is nigh impossible between the East and the West. Why? To understand the reasons for this internecine conflict, we must understand the factions involved.
The Imperium of Virtue, to wit, is an empire which has slowly spread from the northwest corner of Genesis for over a thousand years. Their culture is inflexible and suffused with many rigid beliefs. Humans are the supreme species; demihumans are servants at best. Magic is a sin against Virtue itself, a crime for which the only proper punishment is death. Miscegenation is another such sin. Men are the superior sex, and women are meant to be wives, mothers, and housekeepers. Even a cursory examination of the Imperium of Virtue invites the suspicion that such inflexibility is likely to make them intolerant toward other ways of life. Does such inflexibility invariably lead to war? We must ask ourselves: is the Imperium of Virtue warlike?
This is a greatly controversial subject. The Imperium doubtlessly prides itself on its powerful war apparatus, but historically has employed its military prowess toward isolationist purposes. Most of the military might of the Imperium is focused on keeping the peace in their own lands or securing the wild frontier. Tribes of humans in the wild lands of the West have often peacefully assimilated into the Imperium. Even the proud Ouroloans have willingly acted as a type of vassal state for years without conflict. There are enough economic and technological incentives that the arrangement is attractive to those whose existing ways of life are not totally incompatible with the Imperium's strict proscriptions.
Those who insist that the Imperium is a destructive threat would do well to remember that, in spite of its obvious disdain for our ways, the Imperium has grudgingly recognized and respected Cascadia's sovereignty for many generations. It is a matter of dispute whether or not this is due to their fear of our own military prowess or their genuine respect for the borders of a civilized, established nation.
Both the Affiliation and the Chateau maintain cultural characteristics that the Imperium clearly finds intolerable. Both nations are practitioners of magic, which the Imperium despises and treats as a high crime within their borders. Both nations treat humans and demihumans as equal. There is a considerable minority within our Lady Acelia's domain who believe that this makes us natural allies, and that the Imperium is destined to destroy us both. It is true that our queen has a deep abiding disdain for the slavery practiced in the West. It is true that her sex damages their image of her; the idea of a female leader is widely regarded as a joke within the Imperium. And yet, despite these differences, we remain neutral in this conflict and likewise the Imperium respects our sovereignty. They afford no such respect to the Affiliation. Why?
In the West, it is considered an undisputed fact that the Affiliation is a destructive and chaotic force. This has much to do with their views on magic. Our Lady Acelia has, in her grace and wisdom, forbidden certain kinds of dark and dangerous magic from use within her domain. There are no such proscriptions in the Affiliation. Their use of magic is reckless, bordering on suicidal. It would appear that the very concept of restraint is alien or offensive to Easterners. As a result, it is an easy thing for those in the Imperium to envision the East as a nation made up entirely of dangerous heathens.
One could be forgiven for assuming that the East is a monolithic nation like Cascadia or the Imperium. In truth, it is closer to several nations than one. Each of these nations is headed by its own godlike “Tower Lord” who commands his or her own armies and lands. Each is a master of magic, likely powerful enough to single-handedly wipe small armies out of existence. Fortunately for those in the West, the Tower Lords spend much of their time warring amongst themselves. Unfortunately, all attempts at diplomacy have been met with a hostility that bespeaks beliefs just as inflexible as those held by the Westerners. Just as those in the Imperium fear and despise magic, most of the Tower Lords have a singular hatred for Western technology. They also believe that they are destined to rule over all of Genesis.
Plainly speaking, the Imperium and the Affiliation are utterly incompatible. Both nations, East and West, believe that the other represents an existential threat. Skirmishes and raids have become commonplace, but whenever one of these raids occurs, the Chateau intercedes to stop the aggressor.
We Cascadians bear the burden of living between two nations in a state of cold war. For now, a real war has been averted directly due to the efforts of our Lady Acelia and her Cascadian Knights. We fight to ensure that the horrors of war do not sweep across our world.




A Gathering of Allies Pt. II
On the western end of the bridge, they passed through a thriving trading hub named Last Chance. As he walked quickly to keep up, Jak remembered reading a legend about this place. It was said that many generations ago the area was once the site of a mercenary camp where adventurers had gathered, seeking to plunder the Chateau's riches. This was a time before Cascadia existed at all, before Acelia had ascended the throne; in that time, the Chateau was supposedly an abandoned ruin filled with all manner of demons. Some in her court whispered that the queen had somehow been around all this time, after having stolen the Chateau itself through trickery and guile.
It was only a few days before Karzt and his new companions reached the Imperial Way, and the journey had been uneventful. Bandits and other dangers prowled the outskirts of the Imperium, but few dared to tread upon the Imperial Way, that main road which stretched all the way across the Imperium. Deadly Enforcers patrolled up and down the Way in their gem-powered walker armor, pounding their metal feet heavily and kicking up dust on the long macadam road. They patrolled in pairs of two, which was more than enough; two men in walker armor could annihilate a few dozen bandits with ease. They were rarely needed – their fearsome reputation was usually enough to keep the road safe.
The Imperial Way ended with Fort Bulwark, a pair of massive, blocky stone structures which marked the end of the Imperium's domain in the southeast. Karzt got through with ease; as a registered Frontier Agent, his papers were all in order. From there, they passed through another small stretch of desert. The Imperial Way ended well before the bridge, stopping at the southernmost reaches of the Ourolo desert which jutted out and acted as a natural border between Cascadian territory and the Imperium.
They made it through the last few miles of the desert without incident. His driver was Hohaym, a tanned Ouroloan man who Karzt had met before. This was the superstitious teamster from the Sandy Travels Shipping Company, the same one who had insisted that the creatures they had fought were “mutants from up Peril way.” The driver had been constantly muttering to himself in that nearly incomprehensible Ouroloan accent ever since they had set out, complaining about how he had been wrangled into this job by his manager and wishing that he could just get back to his family.
Hohaym would not break words on the topic of the caravan attack. Karzt assumed, as he often would in the case of Ouroloans, that the teamster knew nothing and was probably just superstitious and taken to flights of fantasy. He felt certain that there was a simple explanation for this problem: a wizard of some sort was responsible. A wizard, he thought, was almost always responsible when things went wrong in the world.
Karzt heard a knock from outside, and then the familiar voice of Hohaym saying “Sha-too Koss-ked.” In the driver's Ouroloan accent, it sounded more like a sneeze than the name of the castle they were approaching. It was a bright autumn morning, and a week had passed since the two men had set out from Saltflat. Karzt's carriage rolled onto the angular white stones of the Cascadian Bridge.
Once the carriage came to a halt near the castle, Karzt stepped out and stretched his legs. He called for Hohaym to turn the carriage around and wait, then he walked toward the castle's western gates. The pike-wielding gate guards in the distance didn't look like anything much; Karzt had never been to the Chateau, but in the Imperium there were many rumors about how the Cascadian Knights were supposed to be the most powerful soldiers in the world. These pikemen just looked like regular guards, dressed predictably in their chainmail coifs and simple banded mail. To Karzt, the two men looked more bored than fearsome. If the Chateau was to impress him, it would have to do better than a couple of mundane goat herders who had been handed pikes and told to stand in front of a gate.
There was an uneasy peace between the two countries. Citizens of the Imperium could tour the Chateau and have the rare opportunity to marvel at the magic that was practiced there, without having to worry about Imperium proscriptions. There was a fervent distrust bordering on hatred of the arcane in the Imperium, but underneath that distrust was a morbid curiosity that few citizens would dare to speak of. It was not uncommon for the Imperium to hire out Cascadian mercenaries to deal with frontier threats such as the one currently plaguing the sands of the Ourolo. There were a few caveats to this arrangement. Firstly, any Cascadian magicians were to avoid displaying their “degenerate” art within the cities. Second, that any Cascadian group would have at least one representative of the Imperium to act as a guide, a leader, and a watchdog against impropriety. In this case, that responsibility fell to Karzt.
As he proceeded toward the Chateau's minarets, it was difficult not to marvel at the falls below. It was a magnificent sight, watching that water fall off the edge of the world and into the misty clouds below. As single-minded as Karzt was, he was glad for the chance to see one of the great wonders of Genesis. He pulled a whetstone out of his backpack and walked back to the carriage, leaning against its wheeled frame while idly running the stone over the edge of his hatchet blade. He knew that it would need sharpening for the days ahead, especially considering that he’d blunted it recently during the encounter with those creatures.
His blade was keen enough to pierce a sand spinner's chitin when
he sensed someone nearby. Looking up, he appraised the two approaching figures, evaluating them with a stern expression on his face. The first was a thin, absurdly tall man in a top-hat and theater get-up – looking down, Karzt decided that the man's black boots must have lifts in them. He looked nothing like a warrior; in fact, he didn't even seem to be carrying a weapon. With disgust Karzt decided that the man must be some sort of magician – only a wizard would choose to dress like that. Walking beside him was a boy who couldn't be more than twenty-years-old. The boy, at least, had a sword sheathed at his side and looked strong enough to wield it. The hangman's piercing glance lingered over the young man's striking green eyes. He disapproved of the youthful naiveté he saw swimming in them and of the unproven softness of the boy's otherwise masculine face. This one might have strength in him, he thought, but it is untested. Karzt's stern look turned into a scowl as he wondered to himself if these were really the ones meant to meet him.
They approached Karzt, and the boy extended his hand. Karzt took it, and they looked each other in the eye as they shook.
“Good to meet you, sir. My name is Jak Barnswallow. You're the representative from the Imperium, right?” Jak was eager to put his diplomatic training to use. The Westerner seemed gruff to say the least,
but the young man's natural confidence made him determined to make a good impression in spite of any hurdles. He smiled warmly, waiting for a reply.
Karzt replied, “Aye, that I am. Y'all two are the only ones they're sending?”
Quentin smirked at Karzt as the Westerner spoke, his arms disrespectfully crossed at his chest.  “The name's Quentin Gold,” he said. “The pleasure is all yours, I'm sure. I'll be more than sufficient. The boy is just a trainee, don't worry yourself about him.” He gestured lazily toward Jak.
“Lunarm is here too!” came a quiet, child-like voice. The small yellow rock-man peeked out of the top of Jak's satchel, waving his stubby arms wildly. As the sun's bright light hit him, he shielded his eyes with one tiny hand.
Karzt's head swiveled violently as he looked at the creature, naked shock apparent on his face. “What… just what in the God-damn hell is that?”
“Lunarm is a moon-rock-man! Lunarm is strong and gets more strongerer every day. Queen mistress says so, so it has to be true. Lunarm can help you, mister!”
Karzt shook his head in dismay. He had hoped not to have to deal with any magicians from the Chateau, but this rocky abomination was surely some demented wizard's creation. As if that wasn't enough, he would also have to deal with this obnoxious, self-important, top-hatted magician! He sighed, and then drawled out, “My name is H.M. Taker, and I'm to lead you boys on this mission.”
Quentin looked at the man's chest, his eyes fixated on the old scuffed bronze hangman's badge; it was still emblazoned with a noose. “H.M.? Like… Hangman? Hangman Taker?” he guessed, correctly, and went on jeering, “Real spooky. I'm sure that's definitely your real name. Nice badge, by the way. You're definitely not an asshole.” Quentin waved his open white-gloved hands in the air in front of his shoulders, waggling his fingers around while he spoke.
The weathered hangman shot him an exasperated look and ignored his comment. “Y'all will just have to do,” he said. “Get on in, boys.” He climbed into the back of the carriage as Jak began to protest.
“Wait, nobody has even briefed me yet. What are we doi—” but Quentin cut him off, raising his hand.
“We'll talk about it on the road, farm boy. We'll have plenty of time to speak whilst tolerating this one's travel-stink.” He gestured toward Karzt and wrinkled his nose. Jak's made a face at this; he was already perturbed at Quentin's conduct and hoped that the rude man wouldn't ruin a sensitive diplomatic mission with his untamed tongue. Soon, the carriage was underway. They heard a knock from the driver's side, and a throaty voice called out to them.
“Hallo. I emmh Hohaym. Weh all go-hing to die, mayh-beeh. Why they haff to geef me thees job?”




The Summoner
As the hangman and his companions were setting out on their journey, a hushed conversation was happening many miles to the north. Derik's light footsteps echoed down an expansive stone hallway. An ethereal being glided alongside him without making a sound, save the barely perceptible windy whoosh as it moved. The hallway, carved entirely from dark grey stone, was totally unlit except for the flickering human-shaped flame that floated alongside the robed man.
“We lost maybe a couple hundred. Apparently, the caravan had some gunslinging cowboy protecting them. Might have been a Frontier Agent – bad luck.” The man's voice was gravelly yet somehow moist, like a pneumonia-ridden man speaking through a throat full of mucus. He spoke from behind a grey half-mask made from a soft, cottony material; it was pulled tight to his face and stopped just above the nose. The rest of his clothes were made of the same grey material, but all of his garments fit loosely on his body and did not restrict his movement at all. He stalked fluidly down the hallway with the lithe motion of a hunting cat.
“He will find more. They are legion.” The response was an inhuman rasp. The voice was all heat; it was twigs snapping and popping in flame, and it was dying embers smoldering. For an ordinary man it would have been disturbing to hear, but Derik was used to it – as used to it as a man can get, at least. What he still hadn’t gotten used to, however, was the climate.
He had been in this godforsaken country for months now and had long since tired of it. The sun had baked his skin into a desert tan, and it aggravated his ocean-blue eyes whenever he ventured out into its light. Most importantly, the desert heat did not agree with his augments, which were best kept moist and cool. He kept them tucked inside of himself unless they were sorely needed; openly displaying them would have been suicidal in this country anyway.
“Sure. He's said that every time he ventures out, an entire new colony of the things has already moved into the temple on the other side. Doesn't mean he'll be happy about the setback. You know how he can be.”
They continued on, down the long hallway, toward the chamber where they knew they'd find their leader tinkering. Derik wasn't looking forward to the summoner's inevitable lecture on this latest failure. The old man was a difficult taskmaster on the best of days, but this life was still far better than living as a serf on one of the hectares of a Tower Lord's fiefdom. Indeed, despite his issues with the boss, this work suited him just fine. His martial skill was impressive before, but now he had endured the dark gifts of his master. Now he was empowered to do violence in ways that he had never dreamed possible.
Derik thought back to their journey, how the three of them had crossed into the West. Getting to the eastern side of the mountains had been easy enough, but from that point on it had been long and treacherous. There were no man-made paths as far as they could tell, nor any maps nor charts to guide their way.
Derik climbed the steep rock face and hiked where possible; his augments were very useful for climbing, so keeping up with the old man was rarely an issue. The magical tattoos that were burned onto his body had also proved essential for this journey. All of these magical gifts worked together to grant him the stamina and strength of a beast of burden. Of course, none of these runic tattoos had been inscribed by his current companion; this one specialized in a different kind of magic, and he was no Tower Lord.
His companion’s unique talents had earned him the moniker of “summoner” and, pridefully, he refused to answer to any other name. Indeed, his skill was such that he was able to call and permanently bind an elemental to this world. Derik wondered why a mage of his caliber had chosen to serve a Tower Lord instead of attempting to become one himself but did not dare to ask. Those in the Affiliation who question spellcasters usually don't live long enough to hear any answers.
Derik did not know much about the summoner. He had never met him before this mission but had heard rumors of the man and his skills. They both served under the same master, known as the Lord of the Marble Tower; however, their stations in servitude were very different. The summoner was the seneschal of their master, his premiere servant. Derik, on the other hand, was more of an elite foot soldier – a magically empowered warrior slave. He had once served a different master, but the Serpentine Tower Lord had traded him off like cattle.
He assumed that the summoner was old, or even ancient, like the other spellcasters Derik had met in his travels. There was no way of knowing for sure. The man wore white wrappings that covered the entirety of his body and face, giving him a mummified look. Over these wrappings, he wore dark robes and a black veil as though he were a woman in mourning. Even the color of his eyes was a mystery. If the man ate or slept, Derik had never seen it. Every night the man would sit next to the campfire, meditating in a lotus position as Derik was falling asleep. When Derik woke up in the morning, the summoner would always be sitting in that same position. He found the summoner altogether eerie and off-putting; then again, that's how he felt about close contact with any powerful Affiliation spellcaster.
Derik would climb and the summoner would float alongside through some trick of the arcane. As was his habit, Derik did his best to quietly observe the magical power on display. For a rising star in the Affiliation, it is crucial to know the strengths and weaknesses of any man you meet. You never know when you might have to kill them.
It seemed that the summoner could not move very quickly with this power and walked along the ground with Derik whenever it was flat enough for faster travel. Like clockwork, every few hours he'd demand they stop. He would draw runic symbols in the dust on the ground, then carefully arrange rocks around the symbols. He would then cut the throat of a small animal while chanting in a language that Derik did not understand. An arc of energy would flash out from the runes into the summoner's hands. Afterwards, the summoner would resume their journey and Derik would follow.
Derik did not know the nature of this ritual. He had heard that wizards performed all sorts of useless rituals that appeared to be magical but were really just for show. In this case Derik surmised that the man really was channeling the creatures’ life force to power the magic that kept him afloat. He had seen such things before, most notably during the ceremonies of his augmentation wherein much larger beasts had been slaughtered in the center of great goëtic circles.
At
first it had been rabbits, all of which they had brought along, live, in a sack that the summoner had forced Derik to carry. He had wanted to cook and eat them afterwards, but his spellcasting companion forbade him. He warned that the bodies were now eldritch-tainted but did not elaborate. Again, Derik did not question it further. He was always cautious around spellcasters. Magic had strengthened him beyond what he could have ever dreamed of achieving with his study of the martial arts alone, but he doubted that it would ever make him as powerful as a magician.
Once they had run out of rabbits, Derik would instead have to hunt something down. He wondered why his companion didn't just use his powers to summon some game but kept this thought to himself. A week into their ascent, wildlife became scarce; Derik ate his nutty trail rations in silence as they trudged on. He silently took note that the summoner had started using his magic very sparingly. The spellcaster would float over only the steepest of inclines and otherwise hiked alongside his underling.
The third member of their company was called Aksazyx. Lazy git that he was, he had been resting inside the fire opal necklace around the summoner's neck up to this point. He had made the gem his home and was happy to stay there. Unless there was something to interest the fickle creature, getting him to come out was often a struggle. What an elemental spirit finds interesting, however, is hard to predict; their desires are almost always esoteric by mortal standards.
After another week, the wildlife disappeared entirely. Derik saw that the summoner had stopped floating altogether and now walked and climbed alongside him even on the steepest of slopes. It pleased him to hear the shrouded man breathing heavily; apparently, it was possible for the spellcaster to tire. This was a weakness, and it occurred to Derik that he might be able to somehow leverage this fact to kill the man if he so desired. The thought made him feel powerful. Of course, attempting such a thing would be tantamount to suicide; he had some idea of the horrors that awaited anyone who dared to betray a Tower Lord.
The pair quickly discovered why the wildlife had vanished; just above them, the smog began to thicken. At first, it was sparse enough that they could breathe through their respective mouth-coverings. A day's ascent later, they found themselves suffering coughing fits, though the summoner was far less affected than Derik.
“It's getting thicker. If we can't protect ourselves somehow, I don't think I'll be able to breathe much longer,” Derik ventured, choosing his words carefully.
“This was planned for,” came the summoner's dry, raspy reply. “We are nearing a small colony of the Changed Ones. Bring one to me… alive.”
In a matter of seconds, Derik saw a multitude of glowing figures approaching from the smog above, and he heard their low keening. He rushed forward and up along the rocky path, meeting them with nothing but his body and his martial skill. Their soft flesh pulped beneath his hard strikes. They were unable to keep up with his blinding speed. When they surrounded him, his four horrific augments burst out of his body, lashing with great force and sending many of the poor unfortunate creatures tumbling down the mountainside. By the time it was over, he had the only survivor in a rear naked choke and brought the sorry creature over to the summoner as it struggled impotently in his arms.
“This will do,” spoke the bandaged figure.
The summoner drew a ceremonial, ruby-hilted onyx dagger from within his robes. The runes along the blade glowed with a dim red inner light as he carved a series of runic sigils directly into the writhing creature's chest. Stinking, viscous green sludge bled forth from the deep cuts as the summoner chanted. His raspy voice grew in volume and took on an otherworldly, echoing quality. The creature expired, its wretched wails bouncing off the mountains. For the rest of their ascent, the air that they breathed was clean and fresh. Even when the smog grew so thick that they could barely see, the ritual's magic persisted.
From that point forward, the mutant creatures kept a wary distance from the two travelers. They could make out the creatures’ distinctive green glow in the night, hiding behind rocks and bushes, never more than a few dozen yards away. Derik was certain that they were waiting for their time to strike and devour his flesh, but he was confident in his ability to defeat any number of them. Even if he weren’t, there was always the option of unleashing Aksazyx.
They reached a zenith – one of the highest points in the Peril mountains – two and a half weeks into their ascent. Before them was a temple in the shape of a half-circle, resting against the side of the peak. Columns jutted out like teeth from around the edge of the circle, holding up an unbroken roof. Two massive diagonal stone causeways ran down from twin entrances. By all appearances, the structure seemed to be in surprisingly good shape, despite its obviously ancient construction. Derik surmised that it must have been built many ages ago, long before the Imperium's factory-cities had begun belching their accursed winds into this place. He knew that no one lived in these mountains who was capable of building such a structure.
Whatever color the stone had once been, it was now a smoky, splotchy, blackish-grey. It was the color of that smog which now hung so thick that the Easterners felt like they might be swimming through it. Still, the protective enchantment held – though Derik swore he could feel it slowly weakening. He found himself coughing occasionally, unsure whether it was his mind playing tricks on him or if tendrils of that virulent black fog were indeed finding their way into his lungs.
Both
causeways were awash with a sea of shifting, green-glowing figures, hazily visible in the polluted air. “It is time now,” the summoner said, reaching into a pocket sewn into the inner lining of his dark robes. His white-wrapped hand drew out an ornate platinum pocket watch with gold inlays and silver hands. The craftsmanship of the thing was incredible and meticulous, with minuscule runes carefully engraved into each hand. Even as a mundane object, it could have been sold for enough gold to buy a small keep and its surrounding hectare of farmland. This was no mundane object, however. This was a goëtic relic.
While the historical details had been lost in the mists of time, the legends said that there was once an era of high magic in Genesis – a time long before the Imperium, the Affiliation, and Cascadia. It was in this bygone, forgotten era that the goëtic relics were first forged.
Like all such relics, a spirit had been trapped within long ago. This goëtic summoning and binding was only made possible through great efforts exerted by ancient wizards. It had required the skill of master metalsmiths who had been sought out and set to work specifically for this purpose. A powerful spirit could not be lured into just any simple treasure; such a thing would have to be one-of-a-kind.
Were it not magical, the pocket watch still would have been valuable. With the spirit enslaved to the perpetual motion of its silver hands, the pocket watch was priceless. Wars had been waged over such supernatural treasures. They were almost always owned by a Tower Lord and, if one were to acquire such a thing, they were likely to find themselves followed by the unceasing wrath of its former owner. New relics were almost never made; few knew the secrets of their creation, and even fewer were willing to pay the dark price that their construction demanded. For the most part, the recondite craft of producing such magical artifice simply no longer existed. This one was ancient, with a storied history. The Kyanite Tower Lord herself had discovered it and awakened its sleeping spirit. Derik did not dare ask how the summoner or their own Lord had gotten a hold of it.
The summoner held it in his hand and stretched out his arm. He paused a moment, staring at the priceless artifact as though he were studying an insect trapped in a jar. The watch hung from a simple leather thong which clashed with its otherwise ornate appearance. He chanted in an incoherent tongue and, as if in response, the two arms of the watch began to spin in opposite directions – slowly at first – then faster and faster until they were moving too quickly for the eye to follow. A brilliant cyan light flashed from the glass face of the pocket watch, cutting its way through the smog. Every single one of the glowing figures began to shuffle toward him all at once, moaning their desire. Even Derik found it difficult to look away; he wondered how powerful he could become with such an object in his possession. He quickly shook his head free of such thoughts, reminding himself that crossing the Tower Lords meant certain death or worse. The bright light had quickly softened into a warm glow, but Derik still felt its influence on his mind.
The Easterners made their way up the causeway and into a massive entrance chamber. The mesmerized glowing figures followed them at a shambling pace. Slipping into an opening, they traveled down labyrinthine hallways for some time. These hallways offered no respite from the smoke; if anything, it was actually thicker here, hanging like great black curtains in the darkness. Derik felt grateful for the enchantment protecting them and guessed that a man would die in seconds if they were to take an unprotected breath in this place. They made their way cautiously, creeping forward by the grace of the cyan light of the pocket watch and the green glow of the creatures. A horde of shuffling, glowing figures had now gathered behind the Easterners as they made their way through the ancient structure. The ones further back panted and moaned even louder than the rest; their sound was a low keening filled with desire and hopelessness. Eventually the procession reached a chamber whose entrance way resembled a gigantic keyhole. The door blocking that massive keyhole was a slab of steel. Were it shut, it would have been set flush against the smoky dark stone; luckily for the Easterners, it stood slightly ajar. The men slipped into the vault beyond.
The summoner nodded toward Derik, and he responded by closing the vault door behind them, pushing it into place with his incredible strength. It made a dreadful, echoing racket as its metal scraped against the stone. None of the shuffling multitude had made it in, but their muffled moans could still be heard even through the thickness of the steel.
The cyan light of the pocket watch winked out in an instant as the summoner snapped its platinum clamshell casing shut and stowed it away. The room they had entered was now pitch black, but Derik's eyes had been augmented magically. In response to the sudden darkness, they began to change; the once-white sclerae turned a freakish emerald green, and his black irises grew slit-shaped and catlike. In this deep darkness, those irises expanded even further and a weak green light emanated from them; to him, the room was now as bright as day. Hearing footsteps, Derik glanced over and saw that the summoner was not having any difficulty either; the white-wrapped mage was swiftly making his way to the center of the room.
The vault was circular, maybe thirty feet in diameter, and the walls were made of the same smoke-stained stone as the rest of the temple. In the center there was a large, half-moon ring archway set vertically into a raised platform.
The platform was raised several feet off the ground, and stone steps allowed access on one side. It abruptly ended on the other side of the half-circle archway, with no steps behind; if one were to walk straight forward from the vault door and up the stairs through the archway, he would drop to the ground and likely fall on his face. Runic symbols were meticulously carved at regular intervals, all the way from the left side to the right, into the face of the archway. The summoner had stepped up onto the platform and was running his hands along the runes while chanting in a low, deep tone. His voice had taken on an otherworldly, demonic timbre. Derik narrowed his eyes, remaining alert; he had been told that he was to protect and obey the summoner, but he had no idea what their purpose was in this place. As the ritual continued, he felt certain that he could distinguish more than one voice echoing forth from beneath the cowl. The voices grew louder and reverberated strongly in the stony chamber. Derik could hear desperate moans and scratching sounds coming from the other side of the strong vault door.
As the cacophony reached a crescendo, the ground began to shake. A torrent of wind blew out of the archway, and an earsplitting, unearthly howl followed it. A bloody-looking red membrane began to form in the archway, flowing out from its center and meeting the stone ring's edge at all points. It seemed to be both solid and liquid simultaneously. Supernatural terror began to wash over Derik. He stared at the portal aghast, screaming and covering his ears. Veins and fire could be seen in its roiling surface. It could have easily been mistaken for a pot of blood brought to a rolling boil.
All at once, the tumult ended. Derik felt his usual calm return to him as the summoner dropped his arms to his sides, no longer touching the runes. Each and every rune on the stone archway now shone with a bright crimson, and the whole room was lit by the portal's ruddy, shifting red light. The portal churned silently; looking at it gave Derik a queasy feeling. The summoner inclined his head toward his servant. His face wasn't visible, but Derik was certain that the man was smirking at him. The thought filled him with a sudden intense hatred, but he did not let it show on his face.
Beckoning for Derik to follow, the summoner shuffled forward and, just like that, he had stepped right into the bloody orifice. He was gone. Derik sighed, shuddered, and obeyed. He emerged, miles and miles away, striding into a dark chamber within a nearly identical temple at the foot of the western side of the Peril mountains.




Ourolo Travels
Karzt and his new companions had much to talk about on their week-long journey back to Saltflat. The plan was to hire on with a Sandy Travels Shipping Company caravan and track any attacks back to their source. Unfortunately, very few caravans were set to depart – trade had slowed considerably due to the continued disappearances. Nevertheless, Hohaym assured them that he would be able to set something up. Only the largest caravans – those whose profits would justify the expense of hiring many extra fighting men to defend them – continued to schlep loads of cargo across the desert.
The hangman had become increasingly aware of just how much he disliked the top-hatted Cascadian. While passing through the Imperial Way, Karzt had asked point-blank if he was a magician, and Quentin had replied that he was, in fact, an all-powerful wizard and added that the Westerner ought to fear him.
Lunarm interrupted by poking his head out of Jak’s satchel and squeak-shouting, “Quentin's lying! Quentin has the special gift. He's a mover! Everyone says so, so it has to be true.”
At this, Quentin brought his index finger to his lips and shushed him. Karzt made a face; he couldn’t begin to fathom what the creature had meant and simply assumed that some sort of degenerate witchcraft was afoot.
They had plenty of time, while on the road, to get to know each other. Whenever Karzt traveled with companions, he liked to get a good gauge of them. He was especially interested in and flummoxed by the fact that a trainee had been sent along. “Suffice ta say yer a Cascadian Knight,” he shot in Quentin's direction, “but you. You said you was born on a farm. What brings you out here? Why would you want to spend time with the likes of this wizard?” His intonation made the final word derogatory, like the worst sort of slur.
Jak spoke plainly and with the innocence of youth. “I... I want to be a hero.” He hoped that their new traveling companion wouldn't hate him too much once he found out that Jak was, in fact, the only practitioner of magic among them.
At this, Quentin snorted.
Close to the start of their journey, Karzt had explained the situation to his new companions. When he described what he had witnessed on that rainy night in the Ourolo,
Quentin was incredulous. “Peril mutants?” he scoffed. “Those sound like Peril mutants. You didn't see Peril mutants. They don't ever come off their mountain. If you had seen Peril mutants, they would've torn you limb from limb and used your finger bones to pick their teeth.”
Karzt just looked at him blankly and emptied out his backpack on the ground. He had meant for the head to roll out and shut the him up just as it had silenced the bureaucrat before him. Instead, a disgusting sludge of liquefied greenish-grey flesh and bone-dust poured out onto the carriage floor. Jagged teeth floated in the foul-smelling, gelatinous stew.
Jak, startled, scrambled backwards and put a hand on his sword before steadying himself. Quentin stood up, bumping his head on the carriage roof, then sat back down. “Fuck,” he cursed. “You've just been carrying that in your pack the whole time?”
“Yes,” Karzt answered plainly, frowning at the unexpected mess on the ground. He opened the carriage door, using his boot to kick the sludge out into the night. Their conveyance rolled on and left the mess behind them.
Quentin stared at the Westerner for a moment before continuing. “Listen, I've seen these things before when I was in the mountains. If you see one there's usually a thousand or more behind it.”
They heard Hohaym muttering on the other side of the carriage in the driver's seat, then loudly declaring that he had already told them the problem was “mutants from up Peril way.” Jak could barely understand the man's thick desert accent.
The young man had been quiet for most of the trip, trying to absorb as much information as possible. At this, he broke his silence.
“You've been up to the mountains?” he asked, disbelief heavy in his tone. He had never heard of anyone going up there and living to tell the tale. Even his father had spoken of the Peril mountains with the sort of hushed tones that one takes when they're telling their child about the realities of plague and death.
Quentin ignored him and continued speaking in Karzt's direction. “Exactly how many did you say you fought out there?”
“Hard to say,” Karzt began, then fell silent. His face scrunched up, the determined machinery of his mind plodding through that dark night's events. An ordinary man might have feared even the memory of such an experience, might have twitched or grimaced at the carnage he had survived. Stolid Karzt, however, simply continued speaking once he had finished his accounting. “Over the night, I probably killed a couple dozen myself.” He rubbed his stubbled chin, a look of consternation crossing his weathered face. “All in all? There must have been hundreds, at least.”
At this, the men sat in silence for a while, contemplating what lay ahead.
They were a few miles outside of Saltflat when they felt the carriage give a violent jolt, then lean to one side. They heard Hohaym's voice yell out, “Wheel ees broke, must feex,” and the party clambered out of the carriage to see that the wheel had indeed fallen off the conveyance due to a small sinkhole in the sands. The men stood around for a few minutes as the Ouroloan set to work. Mere moments had passed when all of the sudden Hohaym dropped his tools and stood up, staring into the distance.
Immediately, Karzt felt an instinctual uneasiness wash over him – something was very wrong here. Jak and Quentin were chatting idly; Karzt held up a hand and hissed, “Listen.” A hush fell over them and the men stood there quietly, ready to draw their arms. Jak could just barely make out a low rumbling sound somewhere beneath his feet.
It was getting louder.
“Draw steel and spread out!” Karzt bellowed. Hohaym had already drawn his khopesh as Karzt was speaking. Jak drew his runed black-iron scimitar, wielding it with both hands. Quentin simply raised an eyebrow as a look of mild annoyance materialized on his face. He crossed his arms haughtily, shifting his weight to his back leg, as the other men retreated and separated, forming a square about fifteen feet across with each man standing at a corner. A moment passed and all they could hear was a slight rumbling beneath the earth and the soft whisper of the desert wind coming in from the east.
“What's happening?” Jak asked, casting a nervous glance all around. As soon as the words left his mouth, the ground beneath his feet abruptly collapsed into a sinkhole. Screaming, he fell until he was waist-deep in sand. Intense pain shot up his leg as something beneath him began to pinch and pierce his flesh. As Jak fell, Lunarm had gone flying out of the open satchel, trilling a jubilant little “wheee” of excitement and surprise, and landed headfirst in the sand a few feet away. Jak's many months of training took over; he realized that if he didn't fight through this panic, he might die right here and now.
He quickly uttered the command word for flame, and his blade responded by coming alight with magical fire. He frantically thrust it downward into the sand around him, taking wild stabs at whatever was biting his leg. The sand instantly vitrified into little chunks of glass which went flying all over the place with every thrust of Jak's blade. Within seconds, his body began to seize up. Soon, he could no longer move his arms – a potent paralytic venom was strongly flowing through his entire body.
“Open your mind to me now, Jak!” yelled Quentin.
It was the first time he had heard Quentin sound serious. At first, he had no idea what Quentin meant, but then he felt a curious sensation. His body was tingling, and a strange warmth began to permeate his entire being. He felt an instinct to resist this but willed himself to calm down and accept whatever was happening to him. He blinked and found himself lying on the sand a few feet away. He felt disoriented and nauseous, and through teary eyes he saw the blurred form of a gargantuan sandy-brown arachnid crawling out of the sinkhole. The pain in his leg was now spreading throughout his body at lightning speed. The last thing he saw before passing out was his own femur, which had broken through the skin of his thigh. Blood was rapidly spilling from the wound, soaking a sanguine pool into the desert floor. Thirsty as ever, the sands drank.
He awoke a few hours later to the sensation of movement. Opening his eyes, he saw that he was lying in the corner of the carriage, which was once again rolling along through the desert. He moved to sit up; his muscles felt extremely stiff, but at least they were working. Before he could get up, he felt a strong hand on his chest forcing him back down. He heard the hangman's voice from beside him offering a gruff warning, “Watch it, son. I ain't never seen somebody get bitten by a sand spinner and live, but it looks like yer... magic might have brought you some luck. Best you rest a spell.”
Jak felt warmth on his injured leg and looked down. His foot had been placed on a stack of ration-bags, elevating his leg. He then saw little Lunarm standing there, his stubby feet planted firmly atop Jak’s thigh. The creature was holding his arms up above his head and emanating a soft, yellow light. As Jak became more alert, he realized that a soft humming sound was coming from the creature.
The bone was no longer sticking out of his leg and what was left of the wound was miraculously sealing itself underneath the yellow moonbeam. As this happened, a viscous green liquid was pouring out and dripping into a small metal pan placed beneath his leg. Jak watched this process, his head swimming. He suddenly wasn't quite sure whether he was awake or if he was dreaming.
“Since when can you do that, Lunarm?” Jak asked weakly, his voice slurred and drowsy.
“Hum hum! Jak is Lunarm's friend! Lunarm helps friends!” The little rock man continued his work and Jak drifted off to sleep again.
After arriving in Saltflat, Jak spent two more nights above the adjunct Enforcer’s office in a fitful, feverish sleep. When he woke up, he felt more rested than he had in his entire life. His wound was completely healed. Only two quarter-sized circles of dark scar tissue remained to mark where he had been bitten. Later, when he asked about what had happened after he’d been bitten, there was some disagreement. Quentin claimed that he had dispatched the creature single-handedly with a dagger, but Karzt said that Hohaym had sliced its limbs off in a splendid show of Ouroloan swordsmanship. For his part, Hohaym simply muttered something in his native tongue, then punctuated the sentence by karate-chopping the air, his palm open, and yelling “Cha-hop, cha-hop!”
Lunarm was unavailable for comment – he seemed to be sleeping. Jak wondered if “dormant” would have been a better way of describing the little one's state. It was still glowing with its soft yellow inner-light, but its crystal eyes were shut, lidded with a thin rocky membrane. Lunarm stood like this, seemingly inert, on the table next to Jak's bed, and when Jak awoke he gently lifted the creature and placed it back into his satchel. He was worried at first, but Quentin told him that the creature had probably just tired itself out by using its new healing power.
By the time he’d woken up, arrangements had already been made with the Sandy Travels Shipping Company. They were scheduled to leave that very night. As Jak walked out toward the caravan in the mid-day light, he spotted Karzt loading grain into an open-top carriage. “Hello, Mr. Taker,” he said. “Can I help with any of this?” Jak’s usual chipper tone had taken a glum turn.
“Suit yerself,” Karzt replied gruffly. “Ya know, I didn't take ya for a damn magic user.” He paused, then grunted as he heaved a bale of hay into the carriage. Brushing his hands off, he continued. “But at least you ain't lazy. That Quentin fellow is about as useless as tits on a steer.”
Quentin was standing across the town thoroughfare with his top hat in his hand, whispering into the ear of an Ouroloan girl who couldn't have been more than sixteen. Jak stopped moving crates for a moment to watch him and was rewarded with the girl slapping Quentin in the face and walking away. Quentin's arms immediately flew up above his head in mock surprise, as if he couldn't understand why such a thing could have happened. Jak pulled a sheepish face at the exchange as he contemplated his traveling companion's personality.
“Quentin is... well... he can be hard to get along with, but he saved my life back there. I don't think he's all bad.”
“If you say so,” came Karzt's curt reply.
“I did almost die back there, didn't I?” Jak was pensive, not his usual self.
“Best ya get used to it. Ya want to work out here? That's how it is.” Karzt paused a moment, then picked up another crate. “Here, this is where the grain goes.”
The men worked in silence until Jak spoke again. “I heard we're leaving. Why are we traveling at night? Isn't that more dangerous?”
“Deserts are hot durin' the day. Ain't you never been out here? Thought ya Cascadians had been all over.”
“I was born on a farm east of the Sphynx, sir.” Jak sweated in the noonday sun as he rapidly moved crates of grain from place to place. “It's like Quentin said. I'm only a provisional citizen, a trainee. I’m hoping to learn quickly, though. I want to do some good in the world.”
At this, Karzt gave him a knowing look, followed by a brief, approving nod. The hangman had been appraising this boy from the start. He continued to see a very natural goodhearted strength in him, the seed of potential that might help this promising boy grow into the kind of man who could make a real difference in the world. Still, he wondered if he had met the boy too late; mixed up with magic as he was, things were bound to turn out bad for him. The sun was slow in setting as they worked to load the caravans for the long drive east.
Two weeks passed without incident. At night the caravan moved toward the small towns dotting the Ourolo and, during the day, everything would be still and silent as a hundred men slept and sweated beneath the white cloth of the carriages.
As they reached each township, they'd drop off the allotted grain and pick up the payment, then move on to the next. Zigzagging across the desert in this fashion, they slowly crept eastwards until they were in the shadow of the Peril mountains. Their destination was a factory city called Crystal Sands. These hubs of engineering and technology were kept far away from the peaceful cities of the Imperium where most of its citizens lived, and for good reason. Factory cities were the source of the polluting smog which crept over and permeated the Peril mountains. The Sovereign was a great believer in clean air for his own people; he'd never allow a factory city to be built nearer than the absolute edge of his domain.
Crystal Sands was where the caravan was set to drop off the lion's share of its grain, and instead of taking payment in gold they would be restocking with the city’s main product: infused gems. Through a special process involving the azure powder mined out from underneath the Peril mountains, gemstones could be imbued with energy and then used to power all manner of Imperium technology.
While common materials such as quartz could be used, rare and expensive gemstones could hold and amplify much more energy than others. A suit of Enforcer walker armor, for example, could be powered by a single infused ruby for over a year. Once the power ran dry, however, the gem would crumble into nothingness.
Infused gems were the reason for much of the Imperium's wealth and power. As a result, the process for the production of these gems was a closely guarded national secret. These factory cities were therefore under the direct administration of the Imperium military. Crystal Sands was among the smallest factory cities and was located deep in the desert – facts which helped to explain why the Enforcers were not keen on sending troops to reinforce it unless it was deemed truly necessary.
Jak had learned some of this from his classes, but still pestered the Ouroloan teamsters with endless questions. When asked, Karzt was not inclined to be talkative. As the caravan went further and further east, a stony veneer fell over his face and he grew very quiet and grim. When he spotted a thick plume of smoke on the horizon to the east, he simply raised his weathered hand and pointed. A red glow burned in the distance.
Jak thought that they were looking at smog from the factory city. He felt like a tourist; having spent most of his life on a farm, he was excited to see this place firsthand. To him the technology west of the Sphynx was as wondrous as his friend Lunarm, as mysterious as Quentin's strange power. Smiling toward the horizon, he exclaimed “Hey, we're getting close!”
At this, Karzt shook his head and replied, “Double time it. Someone may be hurt.” The hangman and several mercenaries set out ahead of the teamsters as they rushed toward the smoke. Quentin remained behind, maintaining his leisurely stroll alongside the caravan. Jak ran to catch up, then noticed the Cascadian Knight's laziness. He yelled for Quentin to hurry up, but the top-hatted man just waved one of his white-gloved hands in his usual dismissive fashion.
Ten minutes into their dead sprint, Karzt and Jak arrived at the site of a burning caravan, much smaller than the one they had been traveling on. Both drew weapons as they spotted the two carriages and a wagon – they were arranged in a rough triangle around an enormous crater in the earth.
The bright light of the moon hid nothing from them. The area was a mess of death and destruction – the body parts of men, horses, and mutants were strewn all over the place. Red blood and green sludge stained the sands. Jak felt his stomach turn as he surveyed the horrific carnage. All of this death was very fresh, with no evidence of rot. Reaching the edge of the field of corpses, Jak, already breathing hard from his run, fell to his knees and began retching into the blood-stained sand. Ignoring him, Karzt proceeded toward the crater. He had no time to console a green boy – there was work to do.
The white cloth tops of the carriages had either burnt up or detached and blown away in the wind. One of the carriages was smoldering; it had already burned into a nearly unrecognizable hulk. Another was still burning, sending great plumes of dark smoke into the air. The wagon had been knocked onto its side by some great force and – somehow – was free of flame. A humanoid figure was curled up against it. Smoke drifted over the whole area, stinging Karzt's eyes. He rubbed them with the sleeves of his jerkin and cautiously approached the wagon. Laying there was a badly injured man. Much of the right side of his body was burnt black and the skin was flaking off. He lay there taking shallow breaths, his chest rising and falling quickly.
The man's body was a ruin. His right eye was missing, lost somewhere in the black, flaking carbon cinders that now comprised half of his face. Cloth hung off his burnt torso in tatters, the remains of a shirt or jerkin; Karzt couldn't tell which. He wore simple leather jeans which had also been torn into tatters, although they’d withstood the abuse better than his shirt. On the left side of his chest Karzt could see runic tattoos, and he immediately recognized them for what they were. As a hunter of such criminals, the hangman knew that magi often mark themselves with runes in order to enhance their wretched spells. The man was obviously an outlaw, perhaps even a smuggler. Karzt surmised that the man must either be very brave or very stupid to have been walking around bearing magical tattoos within the borders of the Imperium. Suspecting a trap, he immediately drew his revolver and knelt down in front of the dying mage. The man's single remaining dark brown eye swam in its socket momentarily and then managed to focus on the hangman.
“You're a wizard,” Karzt said, motioning with his gun toward the runes.
“I... I was... don't think I'll be much of anything s-soon...”
“No. You're going to die today. What happened here? Did you do this?”
“Yes. Fire... fireball.” The man raised a finger on his right arm and tapped on what remained of a fire rune inscribed on his belly. At this, Karzt jumped backwards, slamming the hammer down on his revolver. Realizing the man wasn't trying to cast anything, Karzt sheepishly squatted back down with his gun pointed toward the sand, elbows on his knees. The wizard barely seemed to notice. “Azure powder shipment... black market... all gone now. Big fire.”
Karzt narrowed his eyes. “Why did you do this?”
“Creatures in the night. Ki... killed some. Took most. Not me. Blew up the shipment. Blew up the creatures. Rest ran off.”
Karzt looked around, taking in the carnage once more. He decided that the man was telling the truth. “Which way?” he asked flatly. The man simply moaned, his remaining eye lolling around as delirium began to overtake him.
“Which fucking way did the fucking mutants go?” Karzt yelled, grabbing the man's crisped arm at the same time.
He groaned in agony as the hangman's iron grip bore down on him. “Northeast!” he shouted in a hoarse, deadened voice.
The hangman put the muzzle of the gun up against the man's forehead. “You've broken the law of the land, wizard. The crime is magic. The sentence is death.” Before the man could respond, the revolver thundered and the wizard’s head was pulped like a melon. Standing up, the hangman noticed that Jak had recovered from being sick. He was watching, his mouth wide open in horror.
“What?” Karzt said, screwing his face into a sneer. He spat into the sand.
“You... you shot him. We could have saved him. He was hurt but maybe I could have woken up Lunarm and you... just killed him.” Jak's face had turned pale. He had never seen a man die before.
“Magic ain't legal 'round these parts, Jak. Fer good reason. Now, I like ya, but if you wasn't from Cascadia this is what I'd have to do to ya for the safety of thems that's around you. Don't think I ain't keepin' an eye on you for when them demons make ya turn on me.” Karzt punctuated his sentence by pulling a bullet out of the ammo pouch on his belt, sliding it into the cylinder with a deft quickness, and holstering his gun. The hangman began to pick his way through the shattered bodies and wagons, pocketing any supplies he could find. Jak watched this and wondered if he'd end up getting shot by this man who, up until this moment, had garnered a great deal of his respect.
A few minutes later, the caravan caught up to the two men. Jak heard a whooping noise from behind him and realized that it was Quentin.
“Whoooo! What a mess! You do all this, Jak? Damn, you're a real monster.” Quentin slapped him on the back and chuckled.
Jak looked up at him and spoke in a deadened tone, “He killed somebody, Quentin. I just watched him shoot a man just because he was a wizard.”
“Uh huh. That's what they do over here, farm boy. Bet you're regretting picking up that spellbook now, aren'tcha? Ha ha...” His laugh trailed off as he walked toward Karzt and began to have an uncharacteristically quiet conversation with him. Jak watched as he then walked back to the caravan and spoke to the leader. Soon there was a bustle of activity as the caravan started packing up – dawn was coming and with it the stillness and heat of the day.
Meanwhile, Jak took some paper out of his satchel and began hastily sketching copies of the runes from the dead wizard's body. He hoped that he could somehow make use of them – that some good could come out of the man's gruesome death.
They rested in a carriage that night. They ate salted camel meat and drank camel milk; this was a meal that they had become very accustomed to during their time in the desert. Jak had found that the milk was far too sweet and sat strangely in his stomach. After their meal, Hohaym shared some of his cactus wine, which Karzt alone refused. There, in the sun-shielded carriage, Hohaym, Quentin, and Jak drank and spoke of adventure, women, the Chateau, and life itself until the sun was high in the sky.
When the evening came, Jak woke with his head pounding. He stepped outside and saw that the buzzards had gone to work on the corpses during the day. Again he felt like vomiting – both from the sight and from last night's wine. He had wanted to bury the bodies, but the Ouroloans refused; their custom was to allow bodies to feed the desert, in order to preserve the natural order. Likewise, Quentin thought it was a waste of effort, and Karzt was content to let the Ouroloans deal with their dead in whatever way they saw fit. Lunarm had no comment – he was still dormant, sleeping soundly in Jak's open satchel. The three men stood together in the moonlight as the carriages began moving eastward.
“We're leaving,” Quentin said. Jak nodded and began to walk toward the departing caravan.
“Not that way,” said the hangman. He explained that the caravan was heading southeast toward Crystal Sands. It would be safe, as it wasn't far from its destination and still had many swords to defend it. The three of them would instead be heading northeast.
“What's northeast?” Jak said.
“Them,” replied the hangman, pointing at the severed and shattered burnt head of one of the mutants in the sand. It had already begun to decompose, its flesh sloughing off in clumps.
“How do you know?”
At this, Quentin clapped the young man's back and said, “He's a tracker, you idiot! There's a trail. Now let's follow it before it goes cold. I'm not keen on doing this babysitting duty any longer than I have to.”
The three men marched off into the night, kicking up the loose sand as they traveled. Hohaym was not among them; his place was with the Sandy Travels Shipping Company, and he had no interest in risking his life against mutants from up Peril way.




The Machinations of the Destiny Throne
In the heart of the Chateau there was a grand throne room. A pair of great outer doors acted as the singular entrance to this chamber, guarding it from all would-be intruders. These doors were carved from raw amethyst, great chunks of jagged gemstone jutting out in all directions. Guarding the threshold were a half-dozen royal guards adorned in elegant blue-tinted plate armor, wielding pikes, and wearing expressions of slack boredom. If there was some elaborate contraption employed to prise and shut these massive doors, it was a well-kept mystery; they seemed to open and shut of their own accord or, perhaps, at the whims of the queen herself. They were usually closed, and the room itself usually unoccupied. On this day, the doors were shut but the room was not vacant.
The throne room was a long rectangle, with a rich violet strip of carpet cutting a straight path all the way from the great amethyst doors to the throne itself – and what a throne to behold! It was formed entirely from a rainbow of raw gemstones, and this had the effect of making it look like a particularly uncomfortable place to sit. The walls of the chamber were covered in gold-gilded mirrors and blue velvet. One could easily begin to feel disoriented if they stared too long into that hallway of mirrors.
On this day, a waifish girl sat Indian-style on her throne with her fingertips lightly pressed together. She wore a violet chemise which left little to the imagination, but she showed no concern for her modesty. She might have been meditating, except her eyes were open and her brow was furrowed in concentration. Many vibrant beams were projecting out from the glowing gems in her throne, ending in a kaleidoscope of rainbow lights which swirled and danced around her like photon butterflies. Her ancient steelberry-grey eyes flickered to and fro, as if she were intent on not missing some small, ephemeral detail in the lights. Rafael, her most trusted advisor, stood nearby. He wore a look of concern on his face as he stood beside the throne, arms crossed. Staring out at her with his grey eyes, he inclined his head slightly and ran a hand through his long violet hair. The physical similarity between the two was striking; if anyone else had been in the room, they might have easily mistaken the pair as twins. However, no one else was there to notice.
Acelia's eyes continued searching until Rafael finally broke the silence. “Is it him again?”
“Not today,” she said, absentmindedly, in her sing-song voice. “I have not seen him since the spider in the desert.”
“The moonling will keep him safe. Sending it along was one of your better ideas, my Lady.” Rafael's arms were still crossed, and his simple tradesman's clothes stuck out in stark contrast to the grandeur of the room.
“Poor young Jak. Poor Lunarm. Poor babes.” Her eyes gleamed wetly but continued to flicker as the rainbow light ran across them.
“The creature's energy will mature as it is used. Neither of them will be babes for long,” Rafael said. “They might even be able to stop the war before it begins.” His soft, sonorous voice carried surprisingly well in the lengthy room.
“Maybe...” she replied, a frown on her face. “The Imperium, they move so quickly. Faster than we planned for.”
“You can see them now?” His face barely changed, but his alarm was obvious to Acelia. She ignored it and continued speaking in her absent-minded, sing-song way.
“Yes. Something new.” Her brow furrowed further. “Behind the drills, behind the kobolds... railway tracks have been laid. Great machinery is in place. When they break through the other side of the Peril mountains, they will have the full force of their army at their back. Enough supplies and men to wage a destructive conflict for years, delivered from the heartland of the Imperium.”
“Great planners, the Westerners.” He was trying to sound unconcerned, whimsical even. The deception would have worked on almost anyone. Such efforts were wasted here, alone with this woman who could see so much.
The queen was silent. Rafael spoke again. “Should I prepare a seed? You know it could break the young man's mind.” He stopped a moment, as if waiting for a reply, then continued. “Nevertheless… if we need him at full strength… we must first unlock his potential. I fear we cannot wait for it to happen naturally.” He looked to her for guidance, trying to find her eyes.
Her gaze broke away from the lights, and her face fell a little in resignation. With a sidelong glance, she sighed, “Yes.”
“As you will, my Lady.”
He walked toward the great amethyst doors, and they swung open to allow him passage.
✽✽✽
 
The teamsters had provided them with a single camel, which they yoked to a very small and empty covered wagon which had once held a few barrels of grain. They were also provided with a supply of camel meat and milk for the road. Leaving behind the dead men at the crater, they journeyed northeast with Jak and Karzt alternating at the reins. Quentin refused, claiming that he was too good for such menial labor. Jak suspected that his superior had no idea how to drive an animal and felt neither like admitting it nor learning. Karzt simply accepted it; he had long since decided that the top-hatted man was useless.
Two nights of uneventful travel passed, and Jak became increasingly nervous with every easterly step. The mountains now loomed in the distance; if the sun had been shining, the group would have been in the massive shadow of the peaks by now. The men were unsure of exactly what they were looking for, but Karzt seemed confident that they were heading in the right direction. Having grown up in his rural riverside town, Jak was no stranger to hunting and tracking. Unlike the hangman, however, he had no luck spotting the tracks of the mutants and began to wonder if Karzt knew what he was doing. If Quentin shared such concerns, he did not give them voice; instead, he whistled a happy tune while strolling through the desert. It was as if he didn't have a care in the world that they were walking into what was likely to be a very bloody affair. Jak found himself wishing he had someone a bit more “normal” to work with and hoped that Lunarm would wake up soon; at least the little moon-rock-man didn't call him names every other time they spoke.
It was the morning after the second night when they spotted it in the distance. Jak was preparing the camels for the day's rest when Karzt came over and pointed into the distance. It was scarcely visible, but jutting out of the cliff side there were the sharp angles of a large manmade structure. It was the same color as the dark grey stone of the mountainside itself and was easy to miss at this distance. Karzt pointed it out to his companions and grimly indicated that this was to be their destination. The hangman didn't feel right about this. From the moment they spotted the structure, a pit had formed in his stomach and along with it came an odd sensation of déjà vu, like he had been here before. However, all of his bounty hunting and security work had never taken him to this particular, lonely stretch of long-forgotten desert.
Jak's hopes regarding Lunarm were answered on the third night after leaving the crater. Poking his head and stubby arms out from the satchel, he made a strange mewling sound. Perhaps, Jak thought, that is what passes for a yawn if one is a moon-rock-man.
He pulled the little creature out of his resting spot.
“Glad you're awake. I never got a chance to thank you for saving my life… so thank you, Lunarm.” He looked the little creature over and realized that it had grown a little while dormant. Lunarm was now almost eight inches tall and proportionately wider than he used to be.
“No need to thank Lunarm! Lunarm is happy Jak is alive. Jak is Lunarm's friend!” The creature's little face perked up into a smile, and his soft yellow glow intensified for a moment.               Jak returned the smile. Despite the strangeness of the creature, Jak realized in this moment that he very much enjoyed the company of his little friend. He supposed it was something like owning a walking, talking kitten. He urged Lunarm back into his belt satchel and said, “We're heading someplace very dangerous. It's best to stay hidden, okay?”
Before the night was over, they were standing maybe a half mile from the structure. In the dim light of the desert night, its features were ominous and foreboding. Its columns, many of which were broken in half or heavily eroded from the stinging sands, stood like inky obelisks in the moonlight. In its prime, the place had been a massive semicircle that jutted out of the mountainside many feet above the sands. Some ancient disaster – or perhaps just the passage of time – had collapsed half of it in upon itself. Two humongous, diagonal stone causeways jutted out of the sand defiantly and led up to two entrances. If one wished to gain egress, one would probably have to head up the northern causeway. It would have been difficult enough to get through the shattered stone debris that once made up the columns and roof of the southern side, let alone pass through the collapsed entryway. The back of the temple rose high into the cliff side, and stony windows were carved into it. A single flickering light shone weakly from one of these windows.
The men quietly took all of this in; even Quentin stopped his constant whistling, sensing the need for discretion. Karzt was especially somber. He could not shake the inexplicable feeling that he had been here before. He wondered if that contemptible mage at the crater had bestowed some sort of curse on him in the throes of death.
“So what are we doing here?” whispered Jak. “If this is really where they're coming from, aren't we just going to get swarmed? It's not like we can kill them all ourselves...”
“Speak for yourself,” said Quentin in a whisper loud enough to make Jak nervous. His teeth glinted in the moonlight as he displayed a wide rictus.
“A wizard is responsible,” the hangman said flatly. “If we kill the wizard, this will stop.”
Jak whispered back, “How do you even know it's a wizard? What if those things were just acting on their own?”
“It's a wizard, Jak. I know. That rain was unnatural the night we were attacked. Came out of nowhere, no warning. Somethin' made that happen. Somethin' demonic. Now come on. There's our entrance.” He pointed toward the northern causeway and began to walk away when Quentin placed a gloved hand on his shoulder to stop him.
“Hold a moment there, cowboy. Don't you think it's just a little obvious for us to walk right up the single solitary entrance to this big spooky temple? If your story is to be believed, this place is probably filled with all kinds of things that want us dead. Don't you think maybe they'll spot us coming up if they've got the sense to have someone watching from the roof? Or maybe from that lit room up there?” Quentin punctuated his sentence by raising an eyebrow in the moonlight and looking at Karzt expectantly.
Both men regarded each other, their heads swimming.
“You got a better idea?”
“Always.” Quentin smirked. “I'll move us up there. You know, like I did to the poor little farm boy here when he got himself bitten by the itsy-bitsy spider.”
“You think I'm gonna let you use yer demon magic on me, wizard?” Karzt glowered at Quentin, his voice chillier than usual.
“It's not magic, Karzt,” Jak said. “He's been pulling your leg. He's got the gift. The Innate. Haven't you noticed? When he uses his power, he doesn't say any words, make any gestures. It just happens.”
“Innate?” Karzt blinked, slowly comprehending. He had heard of this. He knew that there were a few highly honored Imperium officers with this strange ability and that it was extraordinarily rare. Once he had even sent a letter out to the Ministry of Innate Affairs, a very small and lesser known office of the Imperium. One of their soldiers had gone AWOL and a bounty had been placed on his head. Not wanting to be taken by surprise by the man's powers, Karzt had requested more information. He thought back to that day when Jak had been dragged halfway to his death by the sand spinner. The boy was right. Quentin had merely looked at him and then... presto. Just like that the boy was several feet away, safe. It occurred on him that this was the first Innate he had ever met in person.
Karzt turned toward Quentin once all the gears in his head finished turning. “You piece 'a shiet,” he said flatly. “All right. Fine. Do it.” He rested a hand on his holstered revolver and seemed to mentally prepare himself.
“It doesn't really work like that. You need to clear your mind first. You too, farm boy.” Quentin pointed at Jak with a flourish before continuing, “Ah, and hold hands with me, the both of you. It's much harder with this many people. Four is quite a lot.”
“Don't you mean three?” Karzt said.
“The boy's little moon friend counts,” he replied.
At this, Lunarm popped his little head and arms out of Jak's satchel. “Lunarm counts!” he exclaimed. His little voice carried surprisingly well in the night air. Jak shushed him and again warned him that they were going into a dangerous place. He said that Lunarm must hide and not come out again until Jak indicated that it was safe. Lunarm nodded, quickly clambering back into the safety of the satchel.
Quentin held out his gloved hands and his companions took them. “Now don't get any ideas, Jak, I know you're at that age and all, but this hand is for the ladies only.” Karzt and Jak both felt the strange prickling warm sensation of Quentin's power flowing through them – they both took a deep breath and exhaled simultaneously, allowing themselves to be moved.
In the blink of an eye, their surroundings shifted. There was no fanfare, no transition, no sound accompanying the movement – they were simply there. Several beads of sweat had formed on Quentin's forehead, and he wiped them off before anyone noticed; he steadied his breathing and tried not to focus on how lightheaded he had become. After a moment of disorientation, Jak realized the three of them were standing behind a large stone next to the northern entrance. He noticed that Quentin was paler than usual and seemed a little unsteady on his feet. Peeking out from behind the rock, he saw that the causeway and the entrance seemed to be totally clear; the three of them silently crept around the corner and into the dark temple, through the massive archway entrance.
Once reaching the inside of the archway, they were able to pick their way through the ruins with the help of the dim moonlight. The roof of the structure was in disrepair, but even in its prime it would have allowed some light through. Great stone “ribs” crisscrossed above the men's heads. Colonnades, some broken and others inexplicably intact despite the passage of long centuries, rose up at regular intervals, except on the southern side. From the inside of the structure they could see that the southern area was even more of a wreck than it had seemed from the outside. Several hundred feet beyond the entrance archway, one could see a smaller, rectangular archway leading into the rock face itself. Looking at this, Karzt again felt a strong sensation of déjà vu and, with it, a sharp spike of cold fear. He shook it off and crept past the last bit of rubble that obscured their view into the large antechamber.
The multitudes of green glowing figures were hard to miss, but Karzt spotted them first. The creatures were here en masse; they were aimlessly shuffling around the temple's open entryway. Karzt saw them and immediately took a sharp breath before ducking back behind the rubble. His partners were squatting down next to him.
In a breathy whisper, he described what he had seen: a rectangular entrance, perhaps the width of three men, that seemed to be carved into the mountainside itself. Here, the open-roofed outer grounds ended and the mountain began. Karzt narrowed his eyes and looked at Quentin, motioning toward it. Quentin made a pinched face and shook his head in the negative; he raised one gloved hand horizontally and put the other on top, motioning with his fingers in the shape of a man walking quickly. Jak watched this and his heart began to pound furiously in his chest – did this mean that they would have to make it through on foot, without the help of Quentin's power? There had to be at least a hundred feet between them and the hole in the mountain, never mind the glowing army of mutants.
Quentin leaned in close and whispered into Karzt’s ear, “Meet me there.” Then, in the blink of an eye, he was gone.
Jak broke out into a cold sweat, white-knuckle gripping the hilt of his runed black-iron scimitar as it rested in his sheath. Karzt had already drawn his hatchet and was holding it with both hands. Both of them kept low, and both of them wondered why the Cascadian Knight hadn't just taken them with him as before. Karzt made the best of it in his mind; if they had to make the trek across, it was probably best if the gangly, top-hatted man wasn't with them. They began to make their way across the expanse in silence, taking cover behind the broken and intact columns alike.
They made it halfway across the temple's outer grounds when they came to an area where a large portion of the roof had collapsed. The creatures in the distance had not noticed them, even though they had come dangerously close to a few of them. As they made their way deeper into the room, they could hear a throaty, phlegmy moaning coming from all around them. They rested a moment behind a downed column; they saw that a quick dash would take them into the relative safety of the collapsed section, with the hole in the mountain not far beyond. Going around it was not an option, as large crowds of glowing figures had clustered to either side. Karzt pointed, and Jak followed his lead. Holding their breath, they quickly crept out and managed to lay claim to their destination without arousing suspicion.
The rubble was a maze of broken columns, stone detritus, and broken statues. Littered about here and there were glowing green puddles of foul-smelling, chunky goop. Jak tried not to think too much about where they had come from. Despite the imminent danger, he felt safer here; the rubble was piled up high enough to hide them from the creatures in the expansive outer grounds. His relief was short lived. As they moved to turn around a corner, they saw the edge of a bright green glow peeking out from just past it.
Karzt brought a finger to his lips, then pointed toward the corner with his hatchet. Jak shot him an alarmed face – surely there had to be another way than straight through. He wondered if this was another instance of the reckless hangman wanting to spill the blood of something magical or if this really was the safest way. Nevertheless, Jak steeled his nerves and nodded his head. Karzt crept forward, with the hatchet in his hands and disappeared around the corner. Before Jak could follow, he heard a loud, gurgling scream which was followed by phlegmy howling from all around them. Jak ran forward, drawing both his runed scimitar and his short sword. The metal sang as it met the cool night air.
Around the corner there was a small clearing in the rubble, and Karzt was standing there trying to dislodge his hatchet from a downed mutant's chest. Its viscous, foul-smelling green blood was everywhere. Karzt had badly missed the creature's throat and instead his weapon had found home in its heart. Two more of the things were nearby, scrambling to get onto their feet; luckily for the two men, these ones had been sleeping.
Jak wasted no time, rushing forward to dice up the nearest mutant. Using both of his blades in a cross-slash, he was able to tear a channel into its chest and cut its throat open before it had even finished standing up. He turned to face the other, but it was already upon him; moist green flesh collided with his body, bringing him to the ground and knocking the wind out of him. He pushed weakly at the creature as its grimy, clawed fingers tore at him. Like razors, the claws easily ripped long gashes in the skin to the right of his eye, all the way down to his chin. He heard the deafening roar of thunder, and the creature was blown off of him with great force and flung into the rubble just past him.
His right eye was clouded with blood but, with his left, he could see Karzt standing above him, the smoking revolver in one hand and his hatchet in the other. They heard the moans grow louder around them; if the creatures hadn't known they were there before, they certainly did now.
“Go – go now!” Karzt yelled, hastily putting his weapons away. He grabbed roughly at the chest of Jak's banded mail, pulling the young man to his feet. Jak fetched his own weapons from the ground and they both took off running. Jak stumbled at first, nearly falling on his face as he struggled to catch his breath. Exiting the rubble, they saw what must have been hundreds – or even thousands – of glowing figures converging on them, all moaning in a horrible, phlegmy chorus.
There was still maybe thirty feet between them and the rectangular archway. There, in the dim light, they saw Quentin standing just a few feet inside. He didn't seem to be overly concerned with the hoard of creatures rapidly converging in on them. Instead, he was holding both his arms out like a crucified man, lackadaisically beckoning the two men in with his fingers. With the creatures in hot pursuit, Jak and the hangman made a mad dash across the remaining few feet. They turned around to face the hoard as they reached Quentin, drawing their weapons. The hallway became a choke point; without saying a word, they had both decided it would be where they made their final stand against the enemy.
A look of deep concentration flashed across the Innate's face. All of a sudden, a massive broken column materialized in the entrance of the hallway, just above the ground. It fell with a loud crash, which was proceeded by more deafening crashes as a pile of rubble and chunks of broken statues came after it, clogging up the hallway. It wasn't long until the archway was fully blocked.
Without the moonlight filtering in, the hallway was pitch black; a few anxious seconds passed as the men listened to the muffled moaning and scratching sounds from the other side. Then, Jak whispered something under his breath. His scimitar lit up with softly crackling flames, lighting their way. They now saw that they were standing in a long hallway made of the same dark, grey stone as the rest of the temple. In the distance they could see a four-way intersection.
Karzt stared at the rubble, rage slowly mounting in his face. Then, with the swiftness of a snake, he grabbed Quentin by his rose-patterned vest and slammed him against the wall. “What the fuck is wrong with you?” he spoke through gritted teeth. His voice was low and deadly.
“What? I saved us, we're fine.” He spoke less boisterously than usual, but nevertheless managed to evoke a noticeable degree of self-amusement. Despite this, the Cascadian Knight's face was slick with sweat and his breathing betrayed the effort he had tried to disguise. Karzt mistook all of this for fear.
“You left us to die. Why didn't you just move us like before?”
“Oh, now you want my help. Just a few minutes ago I was a big bad wizard man who deserved to be shot.”
Jak stepped between them and placed a hand firmly on Karzt's shoulder. He was beginning to suspect that Quentin had a good reason for what he did. The top-hatted man had admitted the difficulty of moving so many people. Perhaps there were things about his power that they did not understand, but it seemed obvious that there were limitations. Of course, Quentin being Quentin, he probably did not want to admit to any of this. Since Jak had known him, he had been uncharacteristically tight-lipped on the precise details of his powers.
“Come on, Mr. Taker. We don't have time for this,” he said. Karzt glanced over at him as Jak continued, “There could be more coming from the other direction, and we just made a lot of noise. You want to go kill that wizard, right?” At this, the hangman lowered Quentin to the ground and turned toward Jak.
The right side of the boy's face was a mess of blood; it was hard to tell just how bad the wound was. Karzt was a bit surprised that Jak hadn't pissed himself; in his experience, it wasn't uncommon for young men during such a close brush with death. He was impressed with the boy's presence of mind in the face of such an injury, especially after making what was presumably his first kill. He began to feel a sort of fatherly, protective instinct for this boy and was struck with a sudden urge to turn him from his magical studies before it was too late. Now was not the time for such distraction, though. He pulled a roll of thick bandages from his backpack and, with a practiced hand, quickly wrapped a length of the fabric around Jak's head lengthwise and tied it off.
“No time for yer little friend's tricks. This'll keep the blood out of yer eye for now,” the hangman said. He loaded a round into his revolver, grim purpose painted across his face. “Come on. We have a wizard to execute.” He strode off into the hallway, the two men following closely behind him.
The déjà vu was weighing heavily on him now. The place was labyrinthine but Karzt seemed to somehow know the path. He led them through the intersection without turning. For several minutes they made unmolested progress, passing by several rooms that held rotting furniture and bedding. Karzt led them past many more intersections with uncanny certainty.
As they passed through one such intersection, Jak and Quentin shared a dubious, uncomfortable glance. Both were wondering the same thing: why was the hangman so sure of the path? Karzt had given up asking himself that same question; he had resolved to trust his instincts, and so trudged onwards with grim purpose. His chest felt heavy with apprehension, and with each step down the stone hallways the feeling became more and more burdensome.
The hallways led deeper and deeper into the rock of the mountain. Eventually, they saw moonlight in the distance and smelled the desert air. They walked forward and found themselves in a disused fane. A rectangular hallway entrance was on the other side of this round room. It was carved into the mountain like the tunnel they had just come out of. Moonlight flooded in through several holes in the domed ceiling; Jak figured that this room must have been built on a low point in the mountain, connecting the two tunnels. A single sconce at the far-end of the fane held a flame. Despite the small size of the fire and the cool night air filtering in from above, the room felt uncomfortably warm. The largest gap in the ceiling was in the center-most point. Unlike some of the other holes, it was not the result of disrepair but instead it was a purposefully carved octagon. Moonlight poured down from this hole onto a high altar. A large two-handed sword was lodged into a slot in the altar. Realization hit Karzt like a freight train and he broke into a sprint toward the altar, climbing its steps with great speed. Alarmed, Jak's hands went to the hilts of his blades. Quentin simply inclined his head curiously, his top hat somehow remaining firmly in place despite the gesture.
Karzt knelt and ran his fingers over the markings carved into the base of the altar, glyphs of warning and danger written in many languages. He looked at the exposed part of the blade and once again glimpsed the runes of Chaos and Knowledge. This was the same place from the vision that Kanderu had given him, the place where the man had been torn apart and transformed into something else – something inhuman.
This was the blade that somehow performed this vile act. He swore and spat on the ground. Was the accursed shapeshifter to blame for all of this? It had been years since the tragedy at Woodswood. Kanderu had disappeared without a trace; the only remaining evidence was Karzt’s own nightmares. After all this time, had the creature surfaced again here in the Ourolo? Was it a coincidence, or was it all a part of some intricate, nightmarish scheme? Why would it have devoted so much time to Karzt’s suffering? What could he, a single man, possibly mean to such a demon? All of these thoughts and more raced through the hangman's head as he grimaced toward the blade.
With Jak a few paces behind him, Quentin walked up the steps and knelt down in front of the altar, putting his hands together in a mock gesture of prayer.
“You don't want to pray here,” Karzt said flatly.
“Oh, relax,” said Quentin. He had retrieved a handkerchief from his pocket and used it to wipe the grimy, sandy dirt from the base of the altar. Below the glyphs of warning, some writing came into view. It was an ancient but still-legible form of Ouroloan; it was close enough to modern writing for all three men to make it out:
HERE LIES THE BLADE
HERE LIES THE GOD
CHAOS AND KNOWLEDGE, WEAPONS SEALED IN A WEAPON
MAY THEY REST TOGETHER UNDISTURBED FOR ETERNITY
“Huh. Well, we didn't come here for a sword. Let's go.” Quentin stood up, his back cracking as he stretched out theatrically.
“Wait,” Jak said. “What’s going on here? Do you recognize this altar, Mr. Taker?” Karzt's strange behavior had raised his interest, but so had the blade and the writings. Something tickled his thoughts from just past the edge of his memory, but the specifics were eluding him. He reached out to touch the hilt and Karzt reacted with snake-like speed, grabbing his wrist with enough force to hurt. Jak looked up in alarm as the older man began to speak.
“Ya don't want to touch that. Just trust me.” He loosened his grip, and Jak rubbed his wrist with his other hand.
Reaching into his satchel, Jak withdrew his tiny companion. The little rock-man came out resting his stony rump in the palm of Jak's big hand. He released a tiny yawn and exclaimed, “Hello! Was not Lunarm supposed to stay inside?” The creature craned his rocky little neck upwards and noticed Jak's bandages. “Oh no! Jak is hurt!”
“Lunarm, don't worry about that for now. Look at these runes.” Jak indicated toward the altar. “Doesn't this look like what we learned about in the history lessons? The one about that Ouroloan myth. The chaos thing.”
At this, Quentin piped up, “You actually paid attention to those classes? Heh, sucker.” He chuckled to himself. “That violet-haired witch tried to make me do that stuff, but I told her where she could stick it.”
“Not now, Quentin,” said Jak. “Lunarm, what do you think?”
“Lunarm thinks so! Nasty, mean, gelatinous gloober did bad things to sand-people. Sand people got mad, and gloober got caught! Uh oh, Jak! Sword is not glowing! Maybe glooby got out?”
“This ain't a joke. Put yer pet rock away already and let's get moving.” Karzt looked surlier than usual and was glowering at the little rock-man.
“Let it go,” Jak chided, “it's just how he talks. Thank you, Lunarm. Stay in my bag a little while longer, please.” Lunarm nodded and Jak gently placed him back into the satchel.
“I think I know what's going on here,” Jak explained. Karzt stared at him, rapt but impatient while the boy went on, describing what he had been taught. There was an Ouroloan legend set in ancient times, long before the Imperium. According to legend, magical spirits of chaos once walked the land in physical form. Some of these spirits were benevolent, many were malicious, but most were simply beyond the ken of mortal men – their motivations were ranged from esoteric to malevolent, and consorting with them was dangerous. In time, as the stars realigned to announce the coming of a new age, many of these creatures became unable to maintain their connection to this world. Only a few of the strongest and most rebellious creatures remained. These remaining spirits were beings of pure animus, ready to enforce their will on all the mortals of Genesis. According to the legend, the Ouroloans of the time were terrorized by a shape changing chaos spirit which committed unspeakable atrocities. Through its evil, entire villages were destroyed, and the souls of their inhabitants consumed. The most powerful Ouroloan shamans of the time worked together in an effort to find and defeat this creature but found that it was utterly indestructible. Neither steel nor sorcery could bring it low. “In the end,” Jak said, “they used magic to trap it in a sword. If these runes are what I think that they are... they trapped it in this sword.”
“That's stupid,” Quentin said from below the altar. Pretending not to listen, he had wandered a few feet away while Jak spoke. “Why wouldn't they just chuck it off the edge of the world? Why keep it here?”
“I don't know,” Jak replied. “Maybe we can check the library when we get back to the Chateau.”
“If you get back,” Karzt grimly corrected. He walked down the steps, leaving Jak alone next to the altar.
Jak put both hands on the hilt and pulled with his strong arms. The old stone loudly scraped against metal as the blade pulled free. As he pulled it out, it became clear that this was sword meant for two hands. It was a type of greatsword, perhaps eight pounds in weight. The hilt was made of some sort of bone, or perhaps petrified wood – Jak couldn't tell which – and it had been painted a vibrant blue. The blade itself was made of lustrous steel. Despite having been pulled from a dusty old altar, the moonlight glinted off the weapon as though it had just been polished. Jak took a few practice swings with it and found that it was well suited to his grip. It was extremely well-balanced despite its size and weight. He held the blade up to his eyes to inspect the tiny, intricately engraved runes which dotted up and down its face.
“Have you lost your damn mind, boy?” Karzt hissed, his voice low and fierce.
“It's like Lunarm said – whatever was in this sword is long-gone. Its magic is dead, but just look at the detail of these runes... might be even better than what I've been using.” As he spoke, he pulled some rope from his satchel. He sliced off a length of the rope and fixed it to the back collar of his banded mail. He finished by tying it off in a knot so that it would serve as a makeshift sheath. Finally, he placed the weapon on his back.
“Nothing good can come out of using that thing. Trust me,” Karzt said.
They heard a yawn from across the room. Quentin's rambling, flippant voice rose up from beneath the altar. “Trust you, trust you. Like you know anything. Actually, it stands to reason that if your 'gelatinous gloober' was put down by this sword, then the sword might even have the power to do it again – maybe. I don't know spells. I just know more than a few magical jackasses like the farm boy here. Anyway, may we move on already, oh Imperious leader? I'm sure the gloober knows we're coming, so we had better hurry.”
They packed up and set off once again, proceeding further into the mountain temple. Behind them, living flames crept out of a sconce and quickly floated through the air back the way the group had come.




The Portal and the East
When Derik heard and felt the crash of Quentin's teleported stones, he assumed it was an avalanche from further up the mountain. He was walking with the fire elemental in a junction of the tunnel network, far off from the entrance. Knowing the fiery creature could move much faster than he could, he asked Aksazyx to take a look. Surprisingly, the elemental assented and quickly floated off. Derik surmised that, despite the creature's usual laziness, it had become bored with patrolling the temple grounds. Derik walked swiftly and quietly toward the sound but was many lengths of tunnel away. After about fifteen minutes, he felt the familiar warmth of the elemental and saw its flames rush around a corner toward him before expanding to roughly the size and shape of a man.
“Three intruders,” it rasped. “Sword room. Moving toward the portal.” Derik felt hot air blow against his face as it spoke; it was like standing next to a smoky campfire on a windy day.
Hearing this news, he tensed up, then took control of his breathing and forced his muscles to relax. Was this a group of Enforcers sent to investigate their attacks? He hoped that he could be so lucky. If so, this might be the first good fight he'd had in months. “Are you coming?” he asked, punctuating his question by clearing some thick mucus from his throat and spitting it out in a repulsive glob onto the ground.
“No,” the creature said and floated off without another word. Derik was unsurprised. The creature had its own motivations and was unpredictable under the best of circumstances. Without the summoner, there was no real way to coerce the creature into obedience.
Derik was untroubled by the elemental's behavior. He trusted in his own martial skills and he trusted his augments. The sword room, he thought to himself. A reminder of what this temple used to be. They had assumed the altar was trapped and left it well enough alone. After all, it had nothing to do with their mission here. He took off toward the room in an odd sprint, his body forming an L as his arms trailed behind him and his back went almost parallel to the ground. He didn't know it, but soon he was retracing the steps of Karzt and the Cascadians.
Despite his speed, Derik's footsteps made almost no noise. His shoes were made of the same soft, grey, cottony material that comprised the rest of his clothes, and they did an excellent job of muffling the sounds of his travel. He sped through the hallways like a wildcat, letting his augmented eyes take in his surroundings despite the darkness. He reached the now-empty room with the altar and came to an abrupt but graceful stop. He saw that the blade was missing and furrowed his brow thoughtfully. Realizing time was of the essence, he sprinted onward.
By now, the three intruders had reached the massive keyhole-shaped entranceway which led into the portal vault. The temple must have been looted at some point; some explosive force had blown the entranceway door inward, and great chunks of its now ragged-edged steel lay strewn about the vault. Derik slowed and began to creep in the shadows. He could already hear the men talking amongst themselves and marveled at the fact that they didn't seem to be making much effort to stay quiet or stealthy. One of them was even holding a scimitar which lit their way; gaudy flames danced up and down its length. Perhaps these fools wouldn't be much of a challenge after all. It occurred to Derik that the one wielding the fire-sword looked far more muscular than the mages he had met in the East; he was also much younger, barely a man at all.
These men looked too fanciful and well-equipped to be looters. They looked too disorganized to be Enforcers. Because a mage was with them, it was likely that the Chateau had gotten involved. His face twisted into a silent snarl as he thought about how sloppy he had been to bring this kind of attention down on their heads. He had mismanaged the attacks on the caravans and now he was paying the price. In the shadows, he shook his head free of his thoughts; now was not the time to ruminate on his failures. He focused instead on making out what the intruders were discussing.
The freakishly tall one in the top hat was being especially careless, speaking at the volume of a normal conversation. Derik heard him say that he could sense a portal in the room ahead – could this one be yet another wizard? Despite the mystic nature of the first two men, he thought the third looked the most dangerous. That one had a grizzled look about him, with an axe at one side and a revolver on the other. Derik had never seen a firearm, but he had heard enough about them to be wary. He decided that the two men with him must be self-taught hedge wizards from the Chateau – powerful enough to be concerned about, but nothing compared to a Tower Lord or even the summoner. The real threat was the grizzled man in the ten-gallon hat – augmentation or no, a bullet would probably rip right through Derik. He decided that the grizzled man must be his priority target and continued observing the group from the shadows in the dark hallway.
The men walked into the vault. The portal inside churned and bubbled; its eerie, sanguineous light washed dimly across the room. If one listened closely, they might hear an extremely faint, pained moaning coming from inside of it. “See, I told you,” Quentin said casually. “I'm good with these things.” Jak couldn't understand how, even now, Quentin was being so cavalier – between the portal, the room, and his head wound, he was beginning to feel very queasy.
✽✽✽
 
“It's evil,” Karzt said, punctuating his sentence by spitting on the ground. “It must be destroyed. How do we do it?” He stared at the archway-portal; it sat on a platform a full foot off the ground, and stone steps were raised to allow one access. He did not know it, but this room was a perfect duplicate of the one in the temple at the top of the Peril mountains. Its runic symbols glowed bright crimson, and the portal itself was the same roiling, bloody stew.
Quentin looked at Jak inquisitively, and Jak raised his eyebrows and shrugged. “I don't know anything about this. Those are chaos runes around the portal. Nobody knows much about chaos magic, just old myths. Besides, it's banned in the Chateau. Can't you just... I don't know, teleport it in half?”
In a shrill, high-pitched voice, Quentin mocked him: “Just teleport it in half, Quentin! Wipe my ass for me, Quentin!” He shook his head, then replied in a more serious tone. “Look, it doesn't work like that. But... I suppose I could try to...” He trailed off, then held an arm out toward one of the massive chunks of steel on the ground, a remnant of the broken vault door. It disappeared, then reappeared a few feet above the portal. With an ear-splitting clang, it bounced off the archway harmlessly and landed a few feet away.
Derik, now lurking just outside the vault door, watched with fascination, studying his foes and their powers. He noted that the one in the top hat suddenly looked quite pale; his Adam's apple bobbed as he swallowed with effort.
“Y'all are about as useful as tits on a steer. Magic an' all sorts 'a other shiet and ya can't deal with something like this? We're gonna have to come back with a hell of a lot of azure powder. Blow the whole thang to smithereens.” He didn't raise his voice, but his annoyance had made his old accent come out stronger.
At that moment, Lunarm's glowing arms popped out of Jak's satchel and the creature hoisted itself halfway out. Craning his little rocky neck, he stared into the portal and spoke, “Oh no! This is very bad!”
“Lunarm, what are you doing? It's not safe here. Get back in the bag.” Despite his youth, Jak spoke with the hushed tones of a concerned parent.
“Wait! Lunarm can fix this. This is nasty chaos magic! Let Lunarm try!”
The three men exchanged dubious looks, but Jak hesitantly pulled Lunarm out of the satchel, climbed up the steps, and set him down a few feet away from the portal on the edge of the top step.
The creature stood straight up and held his arms out. He opened his mouth and a blast of blinding golden light emerged. The eerie groaning of the portal reacted by intensifying sharply. A strange new humming noise could be heard as well, and it was coming from Lunarm. The golden light focused into three solid beams which emanated from Lunarm's hands and mouth. The light plunged directly into the portal and seemed to diffuse into its bloody surface.
Watching from his corner, Derik realized he could not wait any longer. He had thought they'd try to cross through the portal, giving him a chance to pick off one or two of them in an ambush. The situation had quickly devolved into something much worse. The summoner was still on the other side, collecting another colony of mutants. If the intruders destroyed the portal now, the entire mission would be a failure.
Failure was not well-tolerated in the East. If he made it back to Affiliation territory, he would be lucky to receive a swift death from his Tower Lord. Derik decided that he would not let that happen. Thankfully, two of his foes seemed transfixed by the magical display, even while the tall one in the top hat leaned against a wall with a bored expression on his face. No matter. That one was weak, and his powers could be easily circumvented. The gunman needed to be dealt with. That one stood next to the boy with the fire sword, and both were on stairs leading up to the portal. Derik decided to use the unstable terrain against them. The Easterner rushed forward with supernatural speed, entering the ruddy flickering yellow-red light of the portal vault.
“Oh, shiii—” Quentin had spotted him out of the corner of his eyes and was screaming his surprise. Before the curse had fully escaped his lips, Derik was upon his companions. Three of his augments, massive horrific tentacles each the length of two men, tore out from the flesh of his back and snaked their way out from beneath his robes. Two wrapped around Karzt's midsection with lightning speed, squeezing his arms close to his body at the wrists. Another swept Jak's legs out from under him, and he fell off the platform. On instinct, he flung his hands out in front of himself and saved his face from a nasty impact with the ground. His flaming scimitar tumbled away from him.
The suddenness of the attack had caught them all off guard. Quentin, however, was the only one of the three who had not been struck, and so he was the first to act in their defense. He theatrically raised an arm to the sky and a metal chunk of the keyhole door vanished from the ground and appeared a few feet above Derik.
A normal man would have had his skull unceremoniously caved in by the falling metal, but Derik was not a normal man. Having witnessed Quentin's power, he had expected this exact attack. His magically enhanced reflexes sprang into action as the fourth and final tentacle ripped free from his back. With superhuman strength, it slapped the metal chunk in mid-air and sent it sailing back toward Quentin. At the last possible second, the Cascadian Knight disappeared, reappearing a foot away. The metal hit the wall with a cacophonous clang, tearing out stone chunks and falling to the ground. Out of breath, Quentin dropped to his knees and his vision started to go black. His powers were starting to take their toll. Moving himself was easy. Moving giant chunks of metal was not.
Near the portal, Lunarm stood oblivious to the unfolding battle. The creature was in some sort of trance – its humming was louder now, and its golden light brighter. Derik decided he had to buy some time and took the risk of focusing his attention on the rocky moon-man. “Stop what you're doing or die,” he shouted in his throaty gurgle. Lunarm, however, continued humming, unperturbed and oblivious, as if Derik had said nothing. Diplomacy wasn't his strong suit, and so he resolved to get what he wanted by force. His two free tentacles pulsed and throbbed, rising up into the air and coming down hard onto the moon-man.
The attack simply rebounded as if it had bounced off of an invisible barrier. As the tentacles made contact, he could see a golden sphere refracting light at the point of impact. Derik was briefly confounded – what was this, some sort of magical shield? No matter. More force would break it. He raised his two tentacles to try again, but Jak had recovered and was rushing him down with the scimitar. The boy's mad tackle was sloppy. Derik moved with alacrity, using his martial training and supernatural speed to sidestep the boy and bring him down with a swift side kick to the abdomen. Satisfied that the boy was disabled for now, the Easterner hammered heavy, tentacular blows down against the barrier, determined to break it. Cracks of golden light began to form in its glassy surface.
All the while, the two fleshy, purple tentacles around Karzt had been tightening. The massive veins pulsed and bulged out with the force of the constriction. Karzt was beginning to turn blue, and his wrists felt like they were about to break. If only he could reach his revolver!
Just as he was about to pass out, he felt a familiar, warm sensation. Allowing it to wash over him, he suddenly found himself kneeling on the ground several feet away, free from the constriction of the tentacles. Now his own snakelike speed would be tested against Derik's magic. He drew down on the tentacled Easterner. Six thundering shots reverberated through the room, a flurry of violent blasts in quick succession. In the enclosed room, the noise was utterly deafening; all the men's ears now rang painfully. Derik, though not shot in the head, began to bleed from both ears. There could be drawbacks to magically enhancing your hearing, and this was one of them.
Only the man's enhanced reflexes saved him from being gut-shot by the storm of retributive revolver-fire. Acting on instinct, the Easterner leapt into the air, performing a spectacular backflip which brought him at least seven full feet upwards. His tentacles flailed awkwardly in the air as he did this. They brushed against the high stone ceiling of the vault, and then they were flung beneath him as he tried to tumble out of the way of the gunfire. The end result was that he avoided being shot in the gut only to be shot in his treasured augments instead.
Thick with dense muscle though they were, they were not bulletproof. All six shots had found home in three of his tentacles. Stinking purplish blood sprayed out of each bullet hole in great, gory fountains. The three injured tentacles reflexively withdrew into his body to heal; only one remained uninjured. After being gunned down by a fully loaded revolver, most men – if they lived – would have passed out from the shock. Instead, Derik simply cracked his neck grotesquely and prepared to continue fighting. He realized that he had badly miscalculated; the one with the teleportation magic should have been killed before the others.
His final unhurt tentacle shot out with great speed and strength at Quentin. It whipped around the room as the man teleported from place to place. Only a moment passed before Derik's superior reflexes overwhelmed the Cascadian's powers. In his panic to avoid the tentacle, Quentin had finally made a mistake: he warped too close to his enemy. Before he could warp away, he received a strong kick to the head. The tall man hit the ground, his top hat and sunglasses miraculously remaining in place. He was out cold.
Jak had finally caught his breath. The scimitar had gone flying across the room when he was kicked, and he had no time to recover it. Instead, he again rushed forward, this time thrusting his short sword toward the Easterner's midsection. Derik caught and gripped the blade with one of his bare hands. He should have been cut deep, but his flesh had been made supernaturally durable. Only a thin trickle of blood poured down his palm, and he caught Jak with a simultaneous punch to the throat. The boy went down again, affording Derik a brief moment to take stock of the situation. Time seemed to slow down as he analyzed the unfolding battle.
Three out of four tentacle augments disabled. Two enemies disabled. Two enemies remaining. The first, a gun-wielding man – still on his knees, struggling to reload his pistol with shaky hands. The other, a tiny golem, destroying the portal with golden light. Derik couldn't be sure, but it seemed like the magic of the portal was being overwhelmed. Its bloody surface had been almost entirely overtaken by the enveloping sea of shimmering, golden light. The portal's survival was paramount, so the golem would have to be his first priority. The gunman was of secondary importance but still had to be defeated quickly. The bullets had, after all, proven capable of harming Derik. He could die if he wasn't careful. In an instant, Derik had decided on his strategy: simultaneous combat.
Derik's final tentacle began slamming itself down on Lunarm with renewed fury, sending splinters of golden light sparkling off the mysterious golden shield. At the same time, he ran toward Karzt. Having finally finished reloading, the hangman took aim, but he was too slow. Derik slapped the weapon out of his hands; it clattered off the stone and skidded a few feet away. The Easterner swung his fist, but Karzt tackled him at the waist. They wrestled on the floor. Despite the distraction of his fight with Karzt, Derik's tentacle continued its brutal assault on Lunarm. He could feel the shield begin to give way under the terrifying force of his augment and felt sure that it was nearly destroyed.
Karzt was badly outmatched. His enemy's strength and his martial technique were both fearsome. Due to the suddenness of the tackle, the hangman had the upper hand for the briefest of moments. Then, Derik flung him off with great force, throwing him across the room and into one of the stone walls. As he turned around to focus all his attention on the golem, he felt his body seize up with great pain.
Sparks of electricity were dancing down his tentacle and making their way across his entire body. All of his martial training was for naught; the muscles in his body were contracting involuntarily – he was unable to move. His body felt as if it were on fire. Glancing over, the Easterner saw that the battered boy had made his way up the steps and caught Derik's tentacle in his hand. Derik now recognized that hand as the source of the lightning energy which now coursed through his body. With a look of relentless determination on his face, Jak held his grip ferociously until Derik lost consciousness.
✽✽✽
 
Lunarm was once again dormant. He stood on his two rocky little legs with his eyes shut, glowing softly. Just after Jak had managed to incapacitate the Easterner, the light show had ended and Lunarm immediately went to sleep. The portal was now a pile of rubble. Whatever Lunarm had done had not only erased its magic but also caused it to collapse in on itself. Without the portal, the vault was just another dark room.
The men were all at least alive, if worse for the wear. All three were beaten and battered, but conscious and travel-ready; Quentin had woken up after some prompting from the water in Jak's canteen. Derik was securely hogtied on the ground, another benefit of Karzt's ample bounty hunting skills. All four tentacles had been forcefully pulled out of his back, then removed and cauterized with the hot edge of Jak's flaming blade. Karzt performed this gruesome task himself, without saying a single word. Derik had been woken by the incredible pain. After struggling for a moment, it became clear that – despite his supernatural strength – he would not be able to free himself from his bindings. He endured the agony, his mouth plugged with a makeshift gag. Even with his magically enhanced resistance to pain, he could not help but scream through the bindings as Karzt severed the fleshy abominations from his back.
Jak had been against mutilating the man, but Quentin and Karzt agreed that it was necessary to prevent him freeing himself. He turned around during the actual excision; much later, the man's muffled screams would revisit him in nightmares. Afterwards, Jak spoke. “We have to get out of here, guys,” he said. “We're all hurt. I don't think we can survive another fight.”
Quentin was rubbing the side of his head where a large purple egg had formed. “But we still haven't found the wizard responsible... or found out what happened to the captured Ouroloans.”
Karzt pointed his now-loaded revolver at the prone Easterner. “There he sits. We'll drag his arse all th’way back to Saltflat and the Enforcers can decide what to do with him.”
Quentin chuckled despite the painful throb in his head. “If that's a wizard, I'll eat my hat,” he said, rubbing his temple.
Karzt just looked at him, not understanding. His back was aching from being hurled against the wall and he was not in the mood for Quentin's quizzical japes.
Sensing the hangman's annoyance, Jak interceded. “Quentin, come on. We don't have time for your obtuse bullshit.”
Surprised by the young man's sudden rebuff, Quentin looked at Jak with a wry smirk. “I'll explain in a minute. First, a little pick-me-up.” He pulled a little red-painted wooden tube out of his pocket and unscrewed its cap. On the side of the tube there was a flowing yellow script which read PARPHATEEN – For Emergency Use Only. From the tube he withdrew three tablets. He threw one into the air, catching it neatly in his mouth. Gulping it down, he held out his arm and stretched out his spindly fingers. Two more square-shaped tablets sat unassumingly in his open palm.
“Some sort of healing magic...?” Karzt asked, looking at Quentin dubiously.
“Nope. Extracted from plants, condensed and formed into tablets. Actually, the plant only grows in the Imperium. You may know it as Parpha leaf. The Ouroloans are known to chew it to put some pep in their step, you know.”
Karzt looked at Jak questioningly, seeking some sort of confirmation. He didn't trust the Cascadian Knight but still believed the boy was good-hearted.
“I don't think it's magic, Mr. Taker. Healing magic is... well, it's almost unheard of. I've never met anyone who could do it other than my friend Lunarm,” Jak said.
“I'll pass,” the hangman said. Even if it wasn't magic, he knew of the Parpha leaf. The Ouroloans who chewed it often behaved excitedly. They were more energetic, but made poor, hasty decisions. Sometimes they even became violent after chewing the leaf.
“Your loss. Come on, Jak.”
Jak took a pill and hesitantly swallowed it. Almost immediately, he felt his blood rushing to his head. His vision sharpened, and everything in the room began to take on a strange fascination. He stared at his own fiery scimitar for a long moment, slowly tracing over the intricate runes and flickering flames with his eyes. Time felt like it was moving more slowly.
Seeing Jak's pupils dilate, Quentin laughed loudly and slapped him on the back. “There you go, farm boy!” He was speaking louder and faster now. “Now, about this jackass.” He put away the Parphateen and sprinted – skipped, really – to the spot where Derik lay gagged on the ground. He kicked the man in the side, hard, with the tip of his boot.
Karzt looked on approvingly, but Jak was startled out of his drug-haze reverie. He knew Quentin was a sarcastic joker and, at times, he could be more than an ass, but he had never taken it this far. “Come on, Quentin. There's no need for that,” he said. Karzt grimaced at the boy's softness. The hangman had wanted to pass summary judgment immediately and shoot the Easterner in the face but knew that the Enforcer's office would give a better price for a living mage, one who could be questioned before execution.
“He tried to kill us, son,” Karzt said. “He should be happy I haven't taken his head yet.”
Quentin chuckled. “Oh, he's fine. I bet you barely even felt that, did you, my augmented friend?” Quentin knelt down and removed the gag from Derik's mouth. The Easterner lay there silently, staring with his bizarre cat-like eyes. Quentin knelt down and removed Derik's half-mask as well as all the cloth covering his head, revealing an unremarkable desert-tanned face and bald scalp. “Baldy! What, hair isn't on the augmentation menu over in the Affiliation?”
“Hair is a liability in combat,” Derik said. For a man who had been badly beaten and mutilated, he was surprisingly calm. He stared intensely at Quentin, making awkward eye contact from his prone position.
“Not if it looks as good as mine.” Quentin pulled the top hat off his head to reveal his thick dark hair. With one hand he slicked back his already slicked-back hair, and then bowed deeply to no one in particular before putting the hat back on. “Now, listen everyone. This man has been changed by Affiliation magic. He's stronger, quicker... more tentacled. Well, he used to be, anyway.” Quentin chuckled to himself. “People like him, they're called augments. Augments aren't mages, though. The mages rarely augment themselves, at least not in this manner. I hear it can be dangerous.”
“How do you know all this, Quentin? I've never read anything specific about it,” Jak said.
“Because I've been to the Affiliation, stupid. I've been all over, stupid. Teleportation.” Quentin flashed a wide smile, his impossibly white teeth gleaming in the flickering light of Jak's sword. “Where's your boss, augment?”
“If you know so much about us,” Derik said, “then you know I won't tell you anything.”
“Quite right,” Quentin replied. “But it is obvious that you are indeed an augment from the Affiliation. Is your Tower Lord really this desperate to start a war? Does he honestly believe that he can take on the entire Imperium? I bet he's acting alone, too. Two Tower Lords can barely agree on what to have for breakfast.”
Derik simply stared at Quentin with his cat-eyes. His face was made of stone.
“See, much as I hate the little bastard, Rafael would be useful here.” Quentin tapped his cheek thoughtfully. He delivered another kick to the Easterner's side with his clownishly large boots, and the exaggerated motion almost tipped him over. Like a stumbling drunk, he made a great show of balancing on his other foot before righting himself. “Whoooo!” he yelled. His face had turned red. Jak knew that something was wrong with Quentin, but he felt a sort of crazed euphoria overtaking him as well. He struggled to contain it.
“Are ya crazy? Shut yer fuckin' mouth, we don't know what else is still here,” Karzt said, grabbing Quentin's shoulder. He let go as Quentin started delicately brushing his shoulder with his hand as though it was covered in dirt.
“Okay, okay,” he said. “Let's try plan B.” Quentin started patting down the prone man, looking for hidden pockets in his clothes. Finding one, he reached a hand in and pulled out a small folded piece of parchment. Unfolding it, he saw a crudely drawn charcoal map.
Karzt leaned over, studying the page. He placed a callused finger on the section marked GAOL. “If the Ouroloans are still alive, they'll probably be penned in here. Let's move.”
“What about him?” Jak said, pointing at the Easterner. He felt like he was speaking very slowly, with slurred speech. In reality, his words were racing nearly as fast as his heart.
Karzt smiled grimly, and in that smile there was the deep satisfaction of a man who is about to do something that he knows he is very, very good at. Leaning down, the hangman grabbed the knot on the rope between the trussed man's hands. He roughly pulled Derik to his feet and knelt down. His hands worked quickly, loosening the ropes in very particular ways. Derik could now move his legs enough to shuffle along but not enough to perform any of his gymnastics or martial kicks.
For a moment, the Easterner considered trying to use his enhanced strength to break or loosen the ropes. Karzt noticed as the captive shifted his feet in preparation. Derik then felt the cool gunmetal of Karzt's revolver touching the nape of his neck. The hangman said, “You got a little rabbit in you, son? You just keep on walkin' where we tell you and your brains won't have to take a vacation.” They walked.
It wasn't long until they reached the area on the map marked GAOL. It was down past a dark, spiraling stone staircase. Expecting the Easterner to try something on the staircase, Karzt kept a firm grip on the ropes restraining Derik and forced him to walk in front. As they descended, they became uncomfortably warm, even though it had been cool in the dark tunnels above. They reached the bottom of the staircase and perspired as they sucked in the dry, hot air. They noticed a dark green moss covering the walls; it did not seem to mind the heat, and as they went deeper it grew more pervasively. Entering a long hallway, they saw that the walls were lined on both sides with empty jail cells. Each square cell was about ten feet in length. Within each cell there were a few cots and a simple, stone, brown-stained trough dug into the walls. The entire area stank of excrement, sweat, and death.
As they walked past the first pair of cells, they heard an odd, high-pitched voice quietly beckon “hello!” from somewhere off to the left. They gathered together and peered into the darkness; a short figure was crouching in the shadows at the far-end of the cell.
“Hello!” it said, much louder this time. “It's me, Koboldan!”
“Fuck,” Karzt said, spitting on the ground to emphasize his curse. “It's one o' them. You in there, keep yer voice down.” Karzt's own voice had become a hissing whisper.
It walked – more of a waddle, really – out of the shadows and came up to the bars. It was fat little thing, completely covered in dark green scales and nearly three and a half feet tall. It stood on two legs, like a man; its legs ended in feet which were cloven like a pig's and were tipped with two sharp-looking yellowish claws. The shape of its body was odd; its squat height and foot-long prehensile tail gave it the appearance of being permanently bent over a bit, with the tail helping to keep it balanced. This one wore a simple red cape on its back that did nothing to preserve its modesty, and instead just hung there like decoration. Its fat belly hung down over its genitals, sparing the men from an unsightly memory. The creature's reptilian face was strangely endearing. It was like a chubby, happy crocodile, with its snout resting above a mouth that seemed to be perpetually curved into a delighted smile. Its two beady little black eyes squinted in the darkness at the intruders; the creature was well-adapted for the dark and could see all three of them perfectly. As it approached the bars in its awkward waddle, its arms stayed out in front of it like some sort of tiny T-Rex. Those arms ended in miniature clawed hands which displayed a slight but near-constant tremble.
“No!” it screamed petulantly, “Let me out, slaves!” Like the rest of the creature's speech, the reply was loud, tinny, and obnoxious.
Quentin and Jak exchanged a glance, the former smirking at the other’s confusion. “Did he just call us slaves?” Jak asked, his eyebrow raised.
“Come on,” Karzt said, pointing down the hallway.
Quentin stood against the wall and chuckled at Jak’s protests. “Wait, what? We can't just leave him.”
“Kobolds are useless,” Karzt replied.
“Come on,” Jak pressed. “He might be able to tell us something.”
At this, Quentin piped up. “Farm boy might have the right idea. Hey little guy, what do you know about all this?”
“Everything! The wizard asked me a lot, but I heard him talking too. They needed information about the area! Let me out and I'll tell you everything I heard!”
Quentin flashed another smirk at his companions, then shrugged. He reached his hands through the bars, at which point the creature waddled backwards fearfully, quicker than seemed possible for such a chubby little reptile.
“Keep your hands off me, slave!” The kobold's voice rang out, loud and indignant.
“You have to take my hand if you want to get out of here,” Quentin said.
Suspiciously, the kobold crept forward and took Quentin's hand into his trembling scaled one. “This doesn't mean I'm your boyfriend!” it said, even more indignantly this time.
For once, Quentin was on the receiving end of annoyance. Exasperated, he said, “Oh for the love of – just shut up and open your mind. Relax.” A moment later, the kobold was a few feet away from the group, outside of the cell.
“Aha! I'm free!” he screeched, then let loose an expletive at the men in his tinny, grating voice. The kobold pulled a small, round black pellet out of a pocket on the inside of his cape. He yelled “smoke bomb!” and then threw it at the floor with all the might his feeble body could muster. In an instant, the air in the hallway filled with a black sooty fog. The men were momentarily incapacitated as their raucous coughing masked the pitter-patter of escaping kobold feet.
“God damn it,” Karzt said, clearing his throat. “I told you boys kobolds are useless. Come on.”
“Shouldn't we follow him?” Jak said while wiping his eyes.
“Let's just go,” Quentin said. “He probably didn't even know anything.”
After walking past many more cells, they began to hear a low murmur. As they crept forward, the air grew hotter still. The area was lit with the occasional wall-sconce mounted torch and, at the end of the long hallway, they found a massive cell. In it were the emaciated nude forms of the Ouroloans, bearded and sweating. They spoke to each other in their incomprehensible language as they huddled on the ground. Strange mystical runes had been burned into seemingly random locations on their bodies; some of the men bore more such markings than others, but all were marked in at least four places. At the end of the hallway a singular torch blazed exceptionally brightly against the darkness.
Spotting the approaching men, the Ouroloans stood one by one. A great bearded man, who was somewhat less emaciated than the others, stepped to the front; before he was captured, he had been the leader of his caravan. He spoke through the thick vertical iron bars. “You must save ush,” he said, his throaty accent prominent. “They haff done terr-ee-ball theengs.”
Jak rushed to the prison door. The Parphateen had now thoroughly suffused his system, and he was feeling extremely manic. In this state, his first thought was to rip the door off the hinges in order to save these people. Karzt grabbed him and pulled him back just in time; as he reached out to touch the door, a gout of flame suddenly erupted from the bright torch. It was a massive, hypnotic swirl of flames and smoke.
Great waves of heat rolled out from the flames as the conflagration swept through the cell, liquifying the bars and the Ouroloans alike. They had no time to scream – they merely stared in horror, and then their lungs were nothing more than ash. The flames split into many tendrils, crawling with blazing speed into each man's open mouth and nose and ears, burning them from the inside out with horrifying alacrity.
In the same moment, Quentin grabbed his allies and acted on instinct. Concentrating, he once again employed his gift. His companions had become accustomed to accepting the Innate's touch. The now-familiar tingling sensation suffused their bodies and their surroundings shifted; dizzied, they found themselves much closer to the staircase from whence they came. The Easterner was not among them; the force of the blast had knocked him to the ground, and he now lay at the end of the hallway near the flames. The sound of retching echoed down the hallway as Quentin fell to his knees and vomited up a blood-tinged pinkish mess.
“It's an elemental,” he said between heaves. “We have to get the hell out of here, now! Can't fight it.” He looked up at his two companions, naked terror in his eyes. Those eyes might have alarmed Jak under other circumstances, for Quentin had never seemed more serious.
Jak's eyes, on the other hand, were bloodshot and filled with a Parphateen rage. “Forget that,” he said, spitting the words out like a curse. He held his flaming scimitar aloft, then chanted the incantation he had once learned from the stolen book. His voice was shaky with anger, but the arcane effect took hold anyway. The flames around his blade curled in on themselves and disappeared as they were replaced with sparkling hoarfrost and an aura of chilling cold. As soon as the frosty energy finished coalescing, Jak broke into a sprint. The young man headed back toward the flames, screaming bloody murder while his companions simply stared at him, mouths agape.
“Farm boy's gone crazy,” Quentin said. “Come on, let's go.” He reached up and began pawing at Karzt's hand frantically, trying to pull himself to his feet.
Karzt shoved him back to the ground and pointed his revolver into the darkness. “Shut up,” he said. “I need ta line up a shot.” Quentin responded only by coughing up blood onto his own fine clothes as he lay slumped against the stone wall.
Sweat covered Jak's body. The run could not have been more than twenty feet, but with his drug-and-adrenaline fueled awareness it felt like his mad dash was taking forever. He stared ahead into the flames, which were now coalescing into the rough shape of a man. Its arms and legs tapered into points and its face was a wavering column. Nebulous features came into view – smoky eyes and an inhuman maw. It laughed as the boy rushed forward, and the sound was all crackling leaves and roaring bonfires. Jak felt no fear as it rushed forward to meet his charge. It moved in for the kill head-first, its fluid body winding behind it like some sort of hell-spawned snake.
The icy scimitar plunged into the body of the elemental. There was a brilliant flash of energy as the flames of the creature and the frost of the blade danced and clashed all around the combatants. It was over in an instant; the elemental power of Aksazyx was far too much for the Chateau-forged scimitar, and it exploded into black-iron shards. Chunks of the metal were embedded into the surrounding walls and Jak's hands burned. Jak himself was blown backwards many feet by the force of the explosion. At the same time, he felt dimly aware of the thunderous booming of Karzt's revolver. Bullets whizzed past him, finding home near the body of the prone Easterner. Jak heavily landed on his back, and he found himself struggling to catch his breath.
“Hurry, Aksazyx. Free me,” Derik said to the creature, his partially unbound legs struggling against the ropes. He looked to his left and saw that one of the revolver's rounds had dug a hole in the stone just an inch from his head.
“As you wish, manling,” came the creature's dry, raspy reply. It circled above Derik, letting waves of its heat permeate downwards and wash over the body of the prone Easterner. It let out another sadistic crackling laugh as the Derik’s skin began to blister.
Derik spoke haltingly as he struggled for air. “S....stop... the summoner will... punish... don't...”
“The portal is destroyed, and that spell-stealing jailer is on the other side. At last, I am free to roam this world as I please. Suffer, manling.” Its crackling voice had grown to a deafening volume. Derik's bonds were incinerated along with his clothes, which had caught fire under the merciless waves of heat. His skin blistered black as he was burned alive; soon, he could barely feel the pain and, instead, was only dimly aware of a dull, pounding pressure. After a few moments of this, the elemental turned toward the intruders, leaving the Easterner to slowly expire of his mortal wounds.
Aksazyx’s betrayal had given Karzt enough time to drag Jak back to where Quentin lay limply against the wall. “Told you we can't fight it,” Quentin said, grabbing his Parphateen canister and popping another pill into his open mouth. He stood up with seemingly renewed vigor, but nevertheless looked about as healthy as a sweating corpse. “We have to get out of here now, or we're all going to die.”
Jak finally caught his breath, and Karzt pulled him to his feet. “Son, he's right. Come on.”
“No... it killed all those people. It killed all those people. We have to do something. I have to do something.” He drew the greatsword out of its makeshift sheath. His muscles ached even through the numbing haze of the Parphateen. His many wounds and the weight of the sword took their toll, but still he held it ready, and pointed the blade toward the elemental which was now rushing at them. He began to chant the mystical words of ice and winter.
“Don't do it!” Karzt yelled. His instinct was to rush forward and grab the boy, but instead he stumbled back toward the staircase. The elemental was dangerous enough, but Karzt knew something of that blade and what it was capable of. It was one of the few things in this world that terrified him. Quentin was already standing at the staircase, watching curiously from many feet away. He felt lightheaded and disconnected from the developing situation as the second dose of Parphateen suffused him.
“You cannot stop me, mageling. Your stolen power is feeble. You will die here.” The elemental rasped its words at Jak loudly as it approached.
Jak continued chanting, invoking the lengthiest, most complex form of the spell to maximize its power.
“I am Aksazyx. I was old when this world was young. Who are you to think you can stand before me? Who are you to bastardize the ancient pacts of the Ways Goëtia? You are just a man, and all men will burn for what they have done to us.” The creature was upon Jak now, and it reached out with one of its fiery tendrils. It would soon be inside him, erasing his pitiful existence just as it had done to many men before him. With cleansing flame, Aksazyx would return him to his purest form: ash.
At the precise moment when Aksazyx reached Jak, the chant finished. Jak held the greatsword aloft, parallel to the floor, and an oval sphere of icy blue energy enveloped the blade. The energy expanded with such force that a spray of icy water and hoarfrost splashed backwards, coating Jak's body. In front of him, however, the effect was much more extraordinary than anything Jak had come to expect from his magic. An enormous blizzard of ice, sleet, and cold exploded forth from the blade, permeating the entire hallway. The elemental's torrential fires danced with the blizzard just as it had with the scimitar before. Like the last time, it was clear which was stronger. The creature's otherworldly death rattle filled the hallway as its conflagration was dispersed in a dazzling display of fire and ice. A popping sound echoed down the hallway as it vanished from existence. In its place there was a black sphere of energy; from it, a blast of force erupted outward. Jak was once again knocked back many feet onto the floor, and the hallway collapsed in on itself all around the sphere. All the men dropped to the ground as the building shook violently.
It wasn't long until a slow but steady avalanche of stone chunks was falling on and around the intruders. As the structure shook, Jak ran to meet the others at the staircase. He was very nearly struck by a giant slab of ceiling-stone which landed just next to him.
“QUENTIN, WE HAVE TO GET OUT OF HERE!” he screamed, shouting over the din of the crumbling building. He grabbed onto Karzt, then Quentin. Quentin looked at them quizzically, hesitantly.
More rocks landed, and a sharp stone chunk the size of a goose egg smacked the hangman in his shoulder, leaving a rip in his jerkin and a bleeding gash in his flesh. “GOD DAMN IT! NOW!” Karzt screamed. He had half a mind to simply make a run for it up the stairs but decided in the heat of the moment that trusting the Cascadian Knight's power was the only way to survive.
“Ooooookay,” Quentin said, his voice taking on an if-you-say-so sort of tone. He closed his eyes and they were gone. Seconds later, an avalanche of stone and dust crashed down into the hallway, obliterating everything in sight.




Aftermath: Atrocity Denied
Quentin awoke hours later, the hot desert sun baking his face. The sun had risen at some point, though it was hard to say if it happened while he was passed out or while they were fighting beneath the temple. He was tired, drained of power, and sick. He turned over and vomited into the warm sand. After retching for a few minutes, he looked up and saw that he was where he had intended to be – perhaps a quarter mile from the temple. In the sunlight's glare, he saw that the structure was now even more of a ruin. The temple's remaining columns and arches had all fallen. Both causeways had suffered badly in the collapse and were mostly destroyed. If anyone wanted to reach the inside of the temple now, they would need wings.
He stood up, felt dizzy, and sat down again Indian-style next to the mess he had made. He felt and looked like the living dead; one might have easily mistaken him for a corpse if not for his movements. From his sitting position he looked around and saw that he was alone with the camel and wagon. Both rested in the sand, exactly where they had been left the night before.
As he had expected, things had gone wrong. His powers had always been inexact at long distances and often downright unreliable when he brought people with him. What's worse, he couldn't even see the intended destination and was forced to visualize it instead. In his experience, this rarely worked. While testing the limitations of his power against various objects and scenarios, he had inadvertently embedded more than a few objects into walls. He shuddered to think what would happen if he ended up like that. What would the ladies of the Chateau do without him?
He steadied himself and waited a moment for his stomach to settle. Finally standing, he brushed the sand off of his long legs. Could be worse, he thought to himself, my brain could be embedded in a cactus. Somehow, despite the Parphateen hangover, despite the strain of the inadvisable group-teleport, and despite everything else that had happened, Quentin retained some of his usual sarcastic cheer.
He spotted a dot moving on the horizon, some distance to the south. He focused on that point and willed himself to move there. Instead, he doubled over and again vomited from the effort. He decided that trying his luck with the reins was a better idea.
Driving the wagon turned out to be less complicated than he had imagined; the camel awkwardly plodded along, occasionally making annoyed mewling sounds as the hot sun bore down on it. Neither Quentin nor the camel was used to moving in the bright daylight heat of the desert, and both felt very sour about the situation.
A half hour later the figure came more clearly into view. First, Quentin saw the glint of the sun reflecting off something on the figure's back. Realizing it was the greatsword, Quentin recognized that the figure must be Jak. The boy seemed to be spending a great deal of physical effort on something – he was kneeling in the sand, repeatedly flailing his arms. As Quentin stared at him through blurred vision, he eventually concluded that the trainee was digging. Quentin kept driving the camel, and the wagon rolled slowly through the sand, toward the boy.
As he approached, he saw that Jak looked nearly as dead as he did. “Hey, farm boy,” he said, hopping down from the driver's seat. He tried to land neatly on the ground with a flourish but ended up stumbling instead. Pretending nothing happened, he continued. “What the hell are you doing?” The boy was kneeling, scooping great chunks of sand out of the ground and throwing them off to the side.
Jak grunted with effort, then moved to the side. “Come on, Quentin. Help.”
In the ground, Karzt was buried up to his chest in the sand. His head lolled to one side, and the skin of his face was cracked from the sun. It was clear that he was suffering from sunstroke. Judging by the pile of dug-up sand and rocks beside him, he had been buried up to his head before Jak started exhuming him. Quentin went over and began to help dig.
“What are you doing,” Jak said. “Can't you just move him out?”
“No,” Quentin said. He did not elaborate, and they continued to dig until the hangman was free. They carried his immobile body into the shelter of the covered wagon and sweated together in the shade.
Throughout the day they rationed the small bit of canteen water which remained from their journey. They took catnaps, drank camel milk, and ate camel jerky. Karzt woke up once they put water to his lips. He was delirious but alive and slept for the better part of the day, only waking to drink water. Quentin and Jak passed the time with some small conversation. Both of them had gravelly, tired voices, another aftereffect of the Parphateen.
Jak broke the silence first as they all leaned against the thin walls of the wagon. “I don't want to take any more of those pills.”
“Don't be a pussy,” Quentin said.
“Quentin, I wasn't myself in there. I was reckless. We all could have been killed by that thing. I don't want to be some redgrass-drunken fool.”
“It's not redgrass, but whatever. More for me.”
They fell silent, and both men rested their eyes. Jak suddenly jolted awake and began frantically pawing at his satchel.
“Oh. Oh no. Quentin, he's gone. Where is Lunarm? Do you know?”
“Maybe it's on one of the two moons.” A hint of a smirk appeared on Quentin's tired face.
“This isn't funny, Quentin. Where is he?”
“No, really. I don't know. It could be up there, for all I know. It could be anywhere. We shouldn't have teleported like that. You're lucky your head isn't up Hohaym's ass right now.”
Jak's eyebrows came down in a worried scowl. “Anywhere?”
“Anywhere. Whatever, don't worry about it. If anyone finds him while he's inert they'll just think he's a statue or something. He'll wake up and find his way to the Chateau.”
“It's not that simple, Quentin. If he's in the West they'll think he's magic.”
“It is magic,” Quentin said flatly.
“That's not the point. They'll probably kill him.”
“Whatever. Acelia will just make another.”
Jak was too tired to rebuke him further and fell silent with a scowl still on his face. He was worried for his friend.
They rested awhile. Then, after maybe an hour had passed, Quentin spoke abruptly.
“How did you do that?” Quentin asked. “I've only seen one mage do anything like that, and that was Acelia.” Quentin usually didn't bother himself very much about magic; he was far too self-obsessed. The scene in the temple, however, had been enough to pique his interest.
“Huh?” Jak said. He had been half asleep.
“The sword. That blizzard. You banished an elemental – that shouldn't have been possible for somebody like you. I've seen half a dozen Cascadian Knights taken down by something like that. You, you're just a kid. You should be dead right now, crispy as a cracker.”
Jak paused for a moment to consider. “I don't know,” he finally said. “It must have been the sword we found. I've never done anything like that before. I needed that scimitar and its special runes to do anything other than heat up my hand. I guess the sword from the temple must be even stronger somehow.”
Quentin laughed, but his laughter turned into a hacking cough. “That scimitar,” he said, clearing his throat. “Herk's not gonna be happy about that. You're probably not getting lucky with Anne anytime soon either.”
Jak frowned at Quentin's lewd remark and wondered if the quartermaster's delivery girl would actually be upset with him. He didn't want to say it, but thoughts of spending the night with her were not far from his mind. Hearing Quentin talk about it so cheaply, however, filled him with a shameful, grimy feeling. He tried to change the subject. “They're going to put me in debt, aren't they?”
“Hey, good one. You know the rulebook. You break it, you buy it. Going into debt on your first mission, eh newbie? Ah, well. They'll probably let you trade in that greatsword for a good chunk of change. Certainly worth more than the scimitar was.”
“I don't know, Quentin. Shouldn't I keep it? It saved our lives.”
“Your call, farm boy. I'm no mage, but I'm thinking you don't know enough to control it. Liable to turn yourself into an icicle if you pull a stunt like that again. Maybe ask the Queen Bitch about it.”
An uncomfortable silence followed, then Jak spoke up again. “Something very bad was happening here, Quentin.”
“No shit?” Quentin was smirking while looking askance at Jak through half-lidded, bloodshot eyes.
“You don't understand. Those runes. The tattoos on the Ouroloans we found. I think they were goëtic. The forbidden magic.”
“So?” Quentin replied, boredom plain in his voice.
“So I think they were going to be sacrificed.”
At this, Quentin raised an eyebrow. “For what purpose?”
“I don't know. To power some kind of evil magic, I guess. Maybe they were summoning a demon.” At this, Quentin snickered but did not reply.
They settled into silence and drifted off for the rest of the day. The moon was high in the night sky when they rose. Karzt was sunbaked but finally conscious. He and Jak took turns driving the wagon toward the closest settlement, Crystal Sands. They needed to rest and recover; all of them were worn to the bone from their harrowing experiences in the temple. Thankfully, the factory city was only a few days away. During those days, Quentin's Parphateen-weariness caught up with him, and as a result he spent most of the time soundly sleeping. This gave Karzt and Jak time to converse without any of the Cascadian Knight's usual rude interjections.
“You feel like a hero yet, son?” His voice was gruffer than usual due to his time in the desert sun, but Jak could tell that it was meant to be friendly.
“I don't know, Mr. Taker. I guess I feel lucky to be alive.”
“Smart. Keep feelin' that way. That's usually the best we get out here.”
Jak nodded as he ruminated on the battles they had fought.
After a moment of silence, Karzt spoke up again. “You still sore at your pa? Maybe now ya understand why this kind of life ain't for everyone.”
“Wh... what? What are you talking about?”
Karzt chuckled. “Guess ya don't remember what you was talkin' about on that night when Hohaym was getting you an' the other one drunk off cactus wine.”
Jak thought for a moment, then felt a rising shame as he remembered the drunken rant he had gone on. “Oh, I, uh. It's not like all that. I just wonder why he'd want to raise goats when he could have been out keeping the peace with the Cascadian Knights. He's a strong man, my pa. Could have done a lot of good in the world.”
“Oh? Is that what ya lot do? Keep the peace? Seems ta me like ya stick yer noses in other people's business more than anything. Like yer some kind of schoolteacher breakin' up a fight. What gives ya the right?”
The question surprised Jak. Wasn't it ideal to avoid war by any means necessary? He hadn't really considered any complications with this idea; he was young and idealistic, and high-minded ideas like sovereignty often failed to penetrate his worldview. “Well... I'm just a trainee,” he said, “but I have read a lot about it. Do you really think the Imperium should go to war with the Affiliation?”
Karzt laughed, but it came out more like a cough. “Go to war? Hell. We're already at war, son. Look at what they was doing out here. Them Easterners want to burn everything down west of the Sphynx. Hell, they want to burn their own country down. It's up to us to stop 'em.”
“You don't think the Imperium has any blame? What about the slave traders that raid the Affiliation?” Having grown up in Chateau territory, Jak was well aware of the West's provocations. His father had told him that orcs were savage – little better than vicious animals. His father had also insisted that magic was evil, but the young man had just survived great danger through his use of spellcraft. Could his father have been wrong about the Affiliation as well? If his father had been wrong about these things, he might have even been wrong about orc-kind. As best as Jak could figure it, the most common folk across Genesis wanted the same thing: to live in peace. His encounter with Tusk, the enchanter's apprentice, had led him to question much of the conventional wisdom surrounding the orcish race.
In response to Jak's questions, Karzt merely shrugged. He didn't care much for orcs.
Jak continued, undeterred. “All right, fine. You hate wizards and orcs and who knows what else. But I've seen you protect people, Mr. Taker.”
“Aye. That's what a good man does. A good man is strong. He gives all to protect his own people. Affiliation don't care how many of us die long as they get to keep playin' with their demon magic.”
“So what happens to them if a real war breaks out? Let's say the queen opened up the gates, let you two fight it out. You burn their cities. They burn yours. How many of your own people would die?”
At this, Karzt grimaced, grunted, and went silent for a time. “Best we get some rest,” he said. Jak couldn't tell if he had given the hangman something to think about or if he had simply tired of the conversation.
Other than talk, the journey was blessedly uneventful. They soon found themselves before the iron gates of Crystal Sands. Above them, they saw countless smokestacks which belched thick black smog into the air. As it rose higher, the smog was inevitably caught on the wind and sent eastward up the mountainside. Karzt's credentials afforded them easy entrance and treatment by a trained Imperial doctor.
The three of them spent the next several days recovering from their wounds and, for Quentin and Jak, their Parphateen hangovers. During his rest, Jak found that the pill's extraordinary burst of energy had come at great cost. He was somnambulant for almost an entire week; the lethargy was heavy on him like a boulder on his back. Thin, jagged scars had begun to form in the place of the scabs on his face. Three fetid claws had scraped all the way from his right temple to his chin, and he would wear their marks for the rest of his life. Thankfully, the Imperial doctor's ointments had spared him a nasty infection.
Once they had rested, the men were afforded a place with a Sandy Travels Shipping Company caravan heading west. They turned in the wagon and camel and helped the teamsters load up bags of azure powder and infused gems which were meant to eventually make their way to the Imperial capital.
Karzt had taken to sullen silence since their escape from the temple. Whenever possible, he avoided his Cascadian allies and loaded up the caravan as he mulled over everything that had happened. Their time in the desert temple had produced far more questions than answers. Had the Affiliation really sent a wizard to make war? What were they doing with the captured Ouroloans? What – if anything – did all of this have to do with the shape changing nightmare that had turned his life upside down so many years ago? Everything about it unnerved him. They had almost died fighting the wizard's minions – if the wizard himself had been there, he and the two Cascadians would have surely perished.
Jak and Quentin were further down the line with a small group of teamsters. A tall, bearded Ouroloan walked over to check on the group's progress. He wore a large red feather in his turban, the traditional sign of leadership amongst the desert people. Seeing what he thought was a familiar face, Quentin waved enthusiastically at the man, who just so happened to be the spitting image of Hohaym.
“Hohaym!” Quentin called out. “I thought you'd be back west by now. Looks like you've been promoted already. Leading an entire caravan now, eh?”
The man's face puckered as if he had eaten a sour fruit. “I ehm Hoheem,” he said, frowning at Quentin.
“Yes, yes. I know, Hohaym. You missed some excitement back there. Didn't want to get your sword messy, I take it?” Quentin playfully slapped at the man's waist where his khopesh hung. At this, the Ouroloan took a quick step backwards and put his hand on the hilt.
“Noh! I ehm HOHEEM, ahnd you vhill not be touch-eeng my weap-hon againh or you be loos-eeng head from shoulders.” The Ouroloan cleared his throat and spat a thick glob into the sand, then walked off.
“Huh. Hey, Jak,” Quentin said, walking back over to Jak and nudging him with his elbow. “Looks like Hohaym's in a bad mood today. Can't imagine why. Got promoted and didn't have to tussle with a barrel of mutants. Seems like a good few days to me.”
“I don't think that's Hohaym, Quentin,” Jak said, an exasperated expression coming over his face.
“Eh, if you say so. Come on, let's go.” Quentin loaded the last bag of azure powder into the wagon at the end of the caravan and surreptitiously snuck a smaller bag of the stuff into one of his cloak-pockets. Could come in handy... and at what a discount! he thought to himself, furtively glancing around to see if anyone had noticed. Jak was frowning at him. At this, Quentin just winked and raised a finger to his lips.
The journey was quiet and boring. By the time they had reached Saltflat, both Cascadians had grown quite sick of camel milk, camel jerky, and cactus flesh. Those three items had made up the bulk of their diets for weeks now. In Saltflat, the hangman had unceremoniously parted ways with his companions. Before heading into the local Enforcers’ adjunct office for his debriefing, all he said was, “Y'all better get on your way.”
From there, Quentin and Jak made their way southeast via rented stagecoach. By now, they had been gone from the Chateau for over a month and a half. Jak hoped that his performance on this first mission would end his provisional citizenship and grant him the status of a full officer in the Cascadian military, but he worried that the destruction of the scimitar would get him put on probation or worse. When pressed about this, Quentin indicated that they should be impressed that he fought an elemental and lived, but that they'd be more impressed with the farm boy's stupidity in fighting an elemental in the first place.
✽✽✽
 
When the summoner found out that the portal had been compromised on the other end, he had a choice to make. He could have headed westward down the mountain, perhaps with an army of hypnotized mutants at his back. He decided that this would be pointless. The journey would have taken far too long to make a difference.
Standing there in the portal room at the height of the Peril Mountains, he mulled over what had happened. He decided that it must have been a fearsomely powerful mage. That chaos portal had been built in ancient times, with magic that few – if any – understood; its destruction would have required incomprehensible power. The summoner decided that the Chateau must have gotten involved. It might have been the accursed violet witch herself. Could she really have had the audacity to personally rend their plans asunder? Why, though, would she involve herself at all, let alone so soon? Had she somehow scried out their goals? Could she see through them to their bloody conclusion? Surely not. Only his master wielded such powers of divination, certainly not that faithless pretender sitting on the Cascadian throne.
Doubtless, she would have freed or slain the Ouroloan sacrifices by now. He surmised that the augmented slave was probably dead as well. Worse still, the elemental would either run amok or simply escape without the summoner around to contain it. This was an unmitigated disaster; even if Aksazyx ran roughshod over Imperial territory, he would probably only burn a few desert villages before the techno-savages found a way to contain him. Primitive as they were, the Westerners were devious. It was clear to the summoner that he had underestimated them, and he resolved never to make that mistake again.
He wondered what the punishment might be for losing an augmented slave and an elemental, in addition to utterly failing in his mission. His unique talents would, of course, afford him some degree of immunity to the draconian punishments often meted out by the Tower Lords of the Affiliation. After all, it was the summoner who had brought Aksazyx into this world. With luck on his side and enough fuel to power his goëtic obscenities, he could always call and bind another such creature. He concluded that he was too useful to his master; there would be no need for him to turn outlaw and strike out on his own nor to flee to the service of another Tower Lord.
Standing in front of the empty portal arch in the temple on the mountain, the summoner pulled out a small, black stone cube from his robes. It was perhaps an inch long on each side. He gripped the device tightly and pulled his white-wrapped fist to his forehead. His mind immediately phased into the dreamscape. His eyes were closed, but a whirling kaleidoscope of colors assaulted his vision all the same. This realm was full of dangers, but here the summoner could freely communicate with any being in possession of a properly linked Speaking Cube.
His vision cleared. He – or really, his astral self – stood in a vast expanse of purple, hazy dreamscape. Everything was a similar shade of inky purple, from the clouds in the sky to the sand at his feet. This eerie monochrome was only broken up by the impossibly tall grey stone spires which occasionally jutted out of the desert like stony arms reaching up to touch God himself. He picked his way through an endless desert of purple, choosing his steps carefully. There were dangers here that went beyond the abominations that made the dreamscape their home.
It wasn't long before he felt a familiar presence touch his mind. A jolt went through his entire being as his master's astral self came into view. No matter how many times he felt it, the unbridled force of the Tower Lord's magnificence always stunned him in this place. Even with the summoner's considerable magical might, he was far weaker than the entity floating before him.
The purple, hazy dreamscape flowed and churned around him as the face of his master came into view. The visage was surrounded by an angelic white aura, nearly blinding in its intensity. As the figure began to speak, the light grew stronger. The summoner could not hope to make out his master's features in such luminosity – the entity revealed his presence only as a blindingly bright ball of white light, pulsating as it delivered words directly into his mind.
“WHAT HAS TRANSPIRED?” the voice thundered. It was deep and heavy, sinking into the summoner's consciousness and weighing down his mind as it echoed around him. In the dreamscape, one's magical power created rippling waves of force, especially when one spoke. The summoner could feel the force of the Tower Lord bearing down on him now. If his master weren’t restraining himself in this strange place, he could probably shatter the summoner's mind in an instant just by speaking.
“We had nearly gathered enough Ouroloan sacrifices. I was gathering more of the Changed Ones for the final phase of the operation. Then, the portal was somehow destroyed on the other side.” The summoner's own crimson aura pulsed strongly in the purple haze but was a mere candle next to the Tower Lord's dazzling white blaze.
“NO MATTER,” the voice boomed. “THIS WAS FORETOLD. RETURN EAST-WAYS WITH AS MANY CHANGED ONES AS YOU CAN. THE VISIONS HAVE SHOWN A NEW PATH. AS MY SENESCHAL, YOU WILL LEAD MY FORCES DOWN IT.”
The summoner brought his white-wrapped, tightly closed fist to his chest and knelt obediently before releasing it. He felt his consciousness immediately tear free from the dreamscape, and when he opened his eyes, the Speaking Cube was on the floor of the temple. He remained alone in the portal chamber.
Despite his master's power, the summoner still distrusted divination magic. After all, the Tower Lord's prophecies had led him into this boondoggle in the West. Now he was supposed to believe that everything was going according to plan. The magic of divination was perilous and unreliable. Most who attempted it were gifted with utterly false prophecies, and many even lost their minds. When one gazes into the misty realms of possibility, there are terrible entities that might gaze back. Even the summoner – a specialist in chaotic summoning magic and the forbidden Ways Goëtia – was not willing to take such a risk. Still, one could not deny the Tower Lord’s power. Perhaps these seemingly random events really were unfolding perfectly according to the Tower Lord's visions.
For now, the summoner would continue to serve. The seneschal of a Tower Lord had access to nearly unlimited resources, so long as he remained useful. Much of his meteoric rise to power had been facilitated by such resources. Gathering the sacrifices necessary to call and bind Aksazyx, for example, would never have been possible on his own. Access to his master's library had proven invaluable in honing his art. He dreamed of a day when he might abscond with those books and spend his time ensconced in magical study, instead of enforcing the Tower Lord's schemes. That day was not today. He would need to gain much more power if he hoped to survive making such an enemy.
The journey back down the mountain only took two weeks. It was easier heading down than up, especially without having to stop for the slave. Augmented as he was, the man was a cripple compared to a spellcaster. The summoner enthralled as many mutants as he could along the way, but they did not slow him down either. If they lagged behind, he simply rushed them. If they tripped and fell down the mountain or died of exhaustion, there were a legion of others to replace them. He spent most of the trek hovering his way directly down the mountain, only stopping to power his goëtic magic by culling one of the slower mutants from the herd. He never stopped to eat. From the moment he had started his dark transformation, food had not been much of a necessity for him.
When he finally arrived at his home in the East, the sun was high. His arrival sparked a minor hubbub in the fief surrounding his master's fortress. He could have cleaved right through the town with over a thousand Peril mutants in tow; there was no wall to stop him, and the grotesque demihuman patrols would not dare to question him. The patrols did not even bat at an eye at the massive crowd of mutants shambling along after him; they had seen far uglier sights in their time.
Before crossing into the city limits, he held the pocket watch aloft. While crossing the Peril mountains he had learned much of the relic's secrets and had attuned himself to its magic. Thus, he was now more able to directly command the feeble minds of the mutants. In a booming voice he commanded them to sleep, and the thousands-strong legion simply dropped to the ground all at once. Such was the power of the relic that they would sleep until roused.
Inside the fief there were diverse crowds containing many shades of dark-skinned men and a plethora of demihumans and halfbreeds. All averted their eyes as the summoner passed, speaking in hushed tones. The fief was enormous, and signs of deeply entrenched poverty could be seen throughout. Thatched-roof houses and poorly built ramshackle huts dominated its disorganized layout and presented an obvious fire hazard. It was as though someone had taken an impoverished hamlet and stretched it out to the size of a true capital city without bothering to improve any of its infrastructure. People openly defecated in the streets, squatting down in the open without a hint of shame. Sometimes this happened mere feet away from the street markets where fresh lake fish were sold, but no one seemed especially bothered.
Despite its poverty, the fief did not want for citizenry. Their varied forms crowded and jostled in the noonday heat, sweating profusely. Most were ugly or deformed in some way. Here there was a dark red-skinned orc with tusks; there, a four-foot tall albino human with sores all over his body. These teeming, wretched masses never failed to part and create space for the summoner's passage. Spellcasters were universally feared within the Affiliation, and this one was well-known to them as the seneschal of their master.
His destination lay at the center of the town, where there stood a tower seemingly carved from a solid chunk of marble. Only a godlike mage – or an actual God – could have created such a thing. After all, where in the natural world could men have found such a massive unbroken piece of stone? It was the Marble Tower, known to scholars as the Tower of Vision. It was one of the ancient monoliths of the Affiliation. All such places were fonts of wonder and power. Those west of the Sphynx thought of them as places of horror, where demons made their way from the Underworld and crawled into the souls of men.
Since time immemorial this place had been occupied by one of the most powerful wizards known to Genesis, though it had not always been the same wizard. Each of the Towers of the Affiliation straddled a confluence of leylines which maximized the power of a particular kind of magic. Verifiable information about the towers is hard to come by. Their godlike inhabitants jealously guard their secrets and, as a result, myths and rumors abound about such places. Some even hold that the towers themselves are living things, able to bond with their masters. One thing was certain: there could only be one lord of a particular tower at any given time.
The current lord of the Marble Tower called himself Jodannu, though none but his peers would dare to call him by this given name. Instead, they respectfully addressed him as “my lord” or “master.” Like all of the Tower Lords of the Affiliation, he commanded great armies of mongrel servants who bowed and scraped so that they might survive in a harsh land and perhaps even grow mighty in his service. In the West, they worshipped the intangible God of Virtue, but here in the East things were different. The masters of this land styled themselves as living gods and expected to be treated as such.
Jodannu had once been a man, but men are ephemeral things, condemned to waste away. When he won the tower and its magical secrets, he, like those who had come before him, had given up a great deal of himself. In exchange, he became unmoored from the natural cycles of life and death. Many in the Affiliation claimed that Jodannu had been master of this Tower even longer than Lady Acelia had sat on her gaudy throne of gems, and none remembered the man he had once been.
The summoner approached the tower and placed his white-wrapped hand on its smooth surface. There was no obvious entrance into the tower; it was continuous unbroken marble and nothing more. As the summoner touched it, its surface began to shimmer in the sunlight. His hand slipped through the shimmering surface of the stone, and a moment later he stepped right into the face of the tower.
He found himself in a long hallway. Every single thing inside this place was made of white marble; the walls, the floor, the ceiling, the staircases, and even the wall sconces where strange white lights burned with no apparent fuel. The combined effect might have been maddening to someone unfamiliar with the place, but the summoner walked through the featureless white void calmly and without hesitation. He had been here many times before and knew the path.
This long white entrance hallway led to a four-way intersection with a central staircase that led upwards. Much like the rest of the tower’s interior architecture, this area did not seem to obey the laws of physics and was much too large to possibly exist within the confines of the tower's outer walls. He navigated the labyrinthine hallways and staircases with ease, making his way to the zenith of the tower. As usual, the summoner had not seen a single soul as he made his way upwards. Finally, he climbed the uppermost spiral staircase. It ended in a closed marble door which stood between him and an expansive chamber from which his master rarely emerged.
The sound of shouting could be heard as he opened the door. The room itself might have been breathtaking to someone less emotionally deadened than the summoner. It was in the shape of an enormous circle, perhaps 1,500 square feet in breadth and a stunning thirty feet in height. Unlike the rest of the chambers and hallways in the tower, it was not a featureless void of white marble. Instead the walls were covered in a massive mural which depicted vicious battles between men, angels, and demons. The mural continued onto the flat ceiling of the room; here, the figures no longer did battle. Instead, a single massive open-palmed hand was depicted holding a crystal ball. Rays of painted light spread from one end of the room to the rest, shining out from the center of this sphere. Where it touched the walls and reached the figures, they were depicted in fear and agony. It was as though the light itself was burning them: man, demon and angel alike.
There were four white marble columns arranged in the shape of a square, and they extended from the white marble floor to hold up the ceiling. Bookshelves stretched out below the mural, curving all the way around the room. They were completely filled with books of many colors and sizes; these were the treasures that had helped to secure Jodannu's power when he first laid claim to this place so long ago. Rich mahogany furniture sat near the bookshelves – comfortable looking tables and chairs from which he could immerse himself in magical study.
Jodannu himself stood near the center of the room in his flowing white robe. Unlike his dreamscape self, in person he looked relatively man-like. His appearance was that of an older fellow of extreme height, standing at around seven and a half feet. His white robes traveled down the length of his thin frame, reaching all the way to his feet. Just as in the dreamscape, an aura of white light obscured his face. In the physical world, however, it was not quite so bright. Looking closely, it might be possible to make out his pale skin, crooked nose, and lengthy white beard. It would be harder to get a clear glimpse of his crazed, ever-wide eyes. These were the eyes of a true believer. The summoner wondered how long the tower had sustained Jodannu's existence and felt a deep lust for the power it had given his master. Desire was one of the few emotions that remained to him.
Eight ornate, man-sized scrying mirrors stood in a semicircle as the focus of the room. Jodannu stood on the other side of these mirrors, and a softly glowing circle of runes was carved into the stone beneath his feet. Each mirror was attached to a carefully carved statue of a bearded man. Each statue wielded a staff in one hand and a circular metal ring, the size of a man’s head, in the other. The mirrors themselves seemed to be embedded in the stone men's torsos, obscuring their bodies. While the statues seemed to be exact duplicates of each other in form, they were each painted a different color.
Had they been normal mirrors, Jodannu would have been perfectly positioned to see himself reflected in all of them. Instead of reflecting anything, most of the mirrors displayed a living, moving figure which was conspicuously absent from the splendid marble room. The summoner understood that his master was presently conducting a meeting with the other Tower Lords – a rare thing, indeed – and quietly pulled a book from a nearby shelf. He sat down at a long table and pretended to read it as he hearkened closely to the proceedings.
In the mirror backed by the black statue, there was a monstrous dead thing. It was the size and shape of a man, with rotting flesh slowly falling off of it in small wet chunks. One of its eyes dangled limply from the socket. It wore a dark cloak and the rich clothes of a noble, but these clothes were stained and saturated with blood and viscera which occasionally leaked out of its decaying form. The creature's nose had fallen off at some point, exposing the underlying bone and cartilage. The summoner thought
to himself, Out of all the forms of undead, this is the one he chose to become? He shook his head imperceptibly and contemplated the ongoing side effects of his own transformation.
In the mirror backed by the red statue, there was a devilish goblin wearing a smart little tunic. It was the height of a kobold and its features were far more ferocious than that of an ordinary goblin. Its teeth were razor sharp and its skin was a garish, bright crimson. It seemed to always be grinning a terrible rictus. It was hyperactive, constantly scratching at its head or neck, or pacing about inside the mirror. Often, it would leave the mirror's field of view, only to scamper back a moment later or poke its head in as though it were warily keeping an eye on the Tower Lords on the other side. Its eyes were oversized for its face; these two emerald-green orbs darted manically from person to person.
In the mirror backed by the cyan statue, there was a massive purple octopus-creature, easily the size of a bear. Its eight tentacles bulged with muscle and pulsated grotesquely as blood flowed through them – they stretched in every direction and were far too long for the scrying mirror to capture them in their entirety. Its underbelly was a soft cyan color, and its face was utterly inhuman – unblinking white eyes stared out from above a beak-like orifice where a man's mouth might have been. It did not wear any sort of clothing but was covered in a variety of timepieces. These hung from its tentacles and around its mantle. A few were somehow affixed directly to its flesh. Some were large, others as small as a man's watch, but all were in working order. The largest was a massive wooden pendulum clock which hung around the creature's mantle. It looked heavy, but the weight did not seem to bother its owner. Individually, the timepieces hands ticked softly, but together they formed a sort of maddening cacophony of discordant clicking. The summoner felt himself growing uneasy as he stared at the creature. With effort, he forced himself to look away. This Tower Lord was known as the paramount master of hypnotism, and the summoner had no interest in becoming its puppet. He was unsure whether such a thing was even possible, given his transformation, but did not want to chance it.
In the mirror backed by the green statue, there was a very tall black-skinned human of indiscriminate sex. It stood there, nearly nude, with two thin straps of black leather crisscrossing its muscular chest to cover the nipples of two enormous breasts. A simple, soft codpiece covered the crotch but did little to preserve the entity's decency; a massive outline could be seen straining hard against the leather. A black beard grew on its face and chin. Even the most hirsute of Ouroloan men would have been jealous of such thick and bushy growth. Its face had been powdered with an extremely pale cosmetic and instead of eyebrows, it had bright pink makeup around and above its eyes. This pink color flared off fiercely in either direction, giving the entity a bizarre, belligerent aspect. Its face was extraordinarily angular, with a bone structure which seemed to pop right out of the skin. The creature's musculature was well-defined to the point of freakishness. The summoner idly wondered at how his augmented slave Derik would have fared in a physical fight with this one. He decided that the Tower Lord probably would have popped his servant's head like a grape.
In the mirror backed by the pink statue, there was a rotund woman wearing a man's crisp white suit. She was short, perhaps only five feet tall, and was shaped more like an enormous blueberry than a person. She had short, cropped hair that stuck straight up and had been gaudily dyed; shocks of purple, blue, and lime green ran through it. The prodigious padding in her face made her age impossible to guess; she might have been twenty-five, thirty-five, or even forty-five years old. The austere alabaster color of her outfit only served to make her look even bigger. In fact, she stretched wide enough that the scrying mirror failed to capture all of her rotundity. Her swollen and pale ham hock hands clenched in and out of fists every few seconds. Her lips were constantly pursed into a thin line of barely concealed anger.
In the mirror backed by the purple statue, there was a homeless-looking barefoot man who appeared to have just passed his middle-age. A horseshoe of male-pattern baldness was evident, with thinly cropped grey hair surrounding the hairless circle of his freckled head. His eyes were a dull light blue, and he had a very tired look about him. One would likely ignore him or even flip him a copper coin if they passed him in the street. His face was despondent, and his head was always lowered slightly as if in prayer. Half-lidded eyes wandered lethargically, staring vaguely in the direction of whoever happened to be speaking.
In the mirrors backed by the orange and yellow statues, there was nothing. Their empty surfaces gleamed, ostentatious in their silence.
The rest of the mirrors were not so quiet.
“We should not be wasting time with Jodannu's empty visions,” came a voice from the mirror backed by the green statue. The voice was utterly strange: extremely deep but also somehow feminine. “If we are to subdue the West, we must be proactive and take direct action. We must utilize our magic.” The being in the mirror paused, a strange look of unbridled desire coming over its angular features. It let out a disturbing baritone moan before continuing. “I have a way that we can affect the water supply of these Westerners...”
“Please, Xir,” interrupted Jodannu. His deep voice was calm but authoritative; he spoke as though he believed himself to be the leader all the gathered Tower Lords. “You must give up this idea to poison their water. Shlyek has already explained how their techno-savagery has allowed them to create infernal machines that purify all of their water. It would not work, and they would retaliate.”
“There are other ways,” came a feminine voice from the mirror with the cyan statue. One might easily confuse it for the voice of a kindly grandmother, but it was coming from the hypnotic octoran. “I cannot support any plan of direct action. It is obvious that the Imperium has not yet learned to embrace magic. This transformation is paramount, and we Tower Lords are going to be central to it. When the West enters a more magical mode, we will be resented because of our leading role. In fact, they already resent us – but without that transformation, the West will not survive. We need not act directly. Instead, we will act indirectly and avoid their wrath until it is too late for them to alter their fate.” The creature's eyes were twinkling as it spoke.
“Direct action is unavoidable, Shlyek,” came Jodannu's forceful, booming voice. “I have seen it in the mists. They will attack at the place I have seen. We will defend, and then we will strike back. We will fight the savages directly. I have seen it. It is unavoidable.”
A dry, coughing laugh emanated from the mirror backed by the black statue. “Jodannu, your visions are worthless. How many times have you wasted our time with them?” The creature's rasping voice was a forceful whisper. It paused to cough up a chunk of wet, pulsating organ. The creature made a beckoning gesture to its left, then spoke: “A moment, my fellows.”
The scene that followed would have been gut-wrenching to any normal man, but the onlookers merely watched in bored silence. A quivering, dark-skinned, naked babe was offered to the dead thing in the mirror by a kneeling woman. The woman scurried off as the hideous creature took it into his arms and held it, shushing and cooing like a dreadful mother. It struck quickly, almost faster than the eye could see, feasting ravenously. It only took a moment for the infant to be reduced to a small pile of bones. Then, the Tower Lord's dead flesh began to churn and knit itself right before everyone's eyes. Before long, the summoner found himself looking at a handsome, pale man in a blood-messed and ragged nobleman's clothes. It looked down its crooked nose at the rest of the Tower Lords and resumed speaking.
“Excuse me for that. A delightful necessity, as you well know. As I was saying… I cannot back this plan. Everything returns to the earth sooner or later. If your vision comes true, then all the better – more meat for the grinder, more… flesh for my hordes. Let them come. We need not band together to defeat such savages, such slaves to the natural cycles of life and death.” He licked his thin lips, and an excited grin crept up on his face.
There was a moment of silence, then Jodannu spoke again. “You've been silent, Scalbe.”
“He's always quiet,” snapped a sharp, high voice from the mirror backed by the pink statue. The large pale-skinned woman waggled her head and paused after each sentence to purse her lips. “Why would you want him, anyway? I speak for him.”
“What say you?” Jodannu continued, ignoring the boisterous woman. “Your knowledge of the dreamscape could be very useful.”
The man spoke timidly. “We-well… actually I was thinking… why don't we leave them alone? It's not really… you know… worth the effort. Can't we just k-keep on doing our thing over here?”
“Scalbe, you're a worm,” the fat woman shouted, raising one of her ham fists and shaking it. Scalbe recoiled in the mirror as though he had been struck, and even when he stood up again, he was still cowering slightly. “You've always BEEN a worm,” she continued.
“I'm sorry mistress,” he said, the words flowing out of him quickly, automatically. The summoner could still feel disgust, and it flowed through him in waves. How could this mewling slave be a Tower Lord?
“You are,” she confirmed, her tone full of venom. “But I won't be a part of the Marble Lord's plan, and neither will you. We follow my plans around here. I am in charge of all of you, and you know it.” A clamor of dissenting murmurs could be heard around the room. “Shut up!” she shouted, louder this time. The murmurs stopped. “I won't have anything to do with your stupid visions. We're done here, Scalbe.” The mirror backed by the pink statue flashed briefly, then was as dead as the ones backed by the orange and yellow.
“You know what they say,” Scalbe said, sighing deeply afterwards. “Happy wife, happy life.” His mirror blinked off.
“I've said my peace as well,” came the octoran's entrancing voice. Her mirror blinked off.
“What of you, Mortannin? There will be much death before this is through. Are you certain you do not wish to partake?” Jodannu said, gesturing toward the attractive pale man in the mirror backed by the black statue.
“I always partake,” he replied. “But on my own time, not yours. Keep your prophecies.” His mirror blinked off.
Now only two mirrors remained active: the one containing Xir, and the one containing the little red goblin. Aside from an occasional humming noise as he considered what was said, the goblin had remained silent this entire time.
Xir broke the silence and spoke in its sultry, deep voice. “You've forgotten so quickly. You already owe me for that augmented slave I sent you, Jodannu,” it said. A wicked, full-faced smile appeared across its visage before it continued, “Oh, all right, you big, tall handsome man. I will send one of my greatest creations. Expect it within the fortnight.” The mirror backed by the green statue blinked off. Behind the obscuring white aura, the Marble Lord's face briefly twisted into a look that somehow expressed both discomfort and relief.
Jodannu turned expectantly at the red goblin, waiting for him to speak. It stopped fidgeting and stared back through its big, expressive green eyes.
“Werr,” it began, its heavy accent prominent, “if dere going to be a big battre, I wirr not miss it.” Despite its hyperactive movements, it spoke with slow deliberation. The act of speaking seemed to have a calming effect on the goblin, and its frenetic movements came to a stop. “Da fire coming,” it continued, “I wirr send da seneschar, da minotaur. My most erite force forrow wif him. But if your vision not true, it be your fief he burn.”
“My visions are true, Gokko. You will not be disappointed in the destruction that follows. The West will burn.”
The little red goblin rubbed its hands together and giggled like a boy receiving a toy. It smiled widely, showing its razor-sharp teeth, then its mirror blinked off.
“Come, my servant,” Jodannu said, beckoning toward the summoner as he turned his back. The circle of runes dimmed and then ceased glowing entirely as he walked to the other end of the room. There, he sat in a cushioned chair large enough to be a throne. The summoner sat a few feet away in a smaller chair and Jodannu gingerly pulled a book off the shelf; he set it down and stared at his apprentice as he rapped against the book's surface with his polished white nails.
“You failed me,” he finally said, flat and emotionless.
“Yes, my lord. Allow me to redeem myself.”
“Of course,” he replied. “I knew you would fail, you see. I saw it. It was foretold. Now I know that I have perfected my arts. The visions are infallible. Now your failure will become our victory.”
The summoner was dubious but nodded anyway. “Then what shall I do with the Changed Ones I have gathered for you?”
“We will await the coming of our allies. When they arrive, you will lead our combined forces northwest. The true confrontation will take place in the shadow of the Peril mountains. I have seen it with greater clarity than any vision before it. The savages in the West have grown bold. They have found a way to dig through the mountain itself. Soon they will be able to bring their abominable machines and armies directly into our lands, without the Chateau standing in their way. You will meet them. You will crush them. You will pass through to the West and bring destruction in your wake. Salt their fields, leave nothing alive in your wake. Rend a path of devastation all the way from their eastern border to their capital city, and show the savages what it means to challenge the power of magic.”
The summoner stood, then knelt before Jodannu's throne. “It shall be done, my lord.”




The Beast Seneschal of Cuprite
It is a cold night in the Peril mountains, some twenty-five years before Jodannu's meeting of the Tower Lords.
Dim red light flickers from the campfire embers onto savage faces, and smoke rises from the succulent roasting human flesh above it. The orcs grunt and chortle raucously amongst themselves. Through some clever application of blood magic, their sangoma chieftain has stolen a baby minotaur fresh from the blood rites. What a rare prize this creature would make! They chew on flesh and crunch bone, occasionally tossing scraps to the babe, a bull-like creature that is hideous even in its infancy. The sangoma grins in the dim light at his new pet.
Years pass. The small, nomadic tribe survives by moving from place to place, pillaging those weaker than them. The sangoma has named his pet Yradesi, their word for bull, but is quickly amended to Yradethi when they realize that the beast cannot say his own name properly. The other orcs, especially the younger ones, have long since grown weary of the minotaur and his incomprehensible, bovine voice. Raised as more of a pet animal than a slave, he learns that speech is a privilege; he is beaten with thorny whips whenever he opens his mouth. He discovers that after a good hunt, once his horns have pierced the yielding flesh of the tribe's prey, the orcs are too blood-drunk to care about him speaking. The lesson stays with him; Yradethi rarely speaks except in the heat or aftermath of battle. He has very little patience or respect for those who speak carelessly or too much.
More years pass, and Yradethi grows large and muscular. Fearful of his physical strength, the orcs no longer use their lashes on him. The sangoma, growing old, teaches Yradethi the ways of blood magic and the shamanic methods – the secret power which has enabled him to maintain his dominance over the tribe for all these long years. The bull learns of the ancient and terrible Ways Goëtia.
The sangoma reveals to Yradethi that these dark insights were granted by a darker Lord. It was this Lord that commanded him to collect Yradethi when the bull was but a babe. In all of Genesis, there are few creatures with more capacity for destruction than a minotaur. The Tower of Annihilation would finally have a seneschal worthy of the name, adorned in cuprite and wreathed in flame.
The sangoma grows tired. He has reached his declining years. Satisfied with the minotaur's progress, he imposes one, final demand on his pet: a fight to the death. With a gore through the heart, the old orc is spared the indignity of a slow withering death. The killing horn drinks his soul, changing from mottled brown to inky black.
It storms that night, blood and thunder and screams against the dark cloudless sky. Afterwards, bull feasts on orc, chewing on flesh and crunching bone, occasionally tossing the scraps into a flickering, smoking campfire and dimly contemplating his future. Now, except for the guiding whispers from his tainted horn, the young bull is on his own. He travels and practices the Ways Goëtia, hoping to find some deeper knowledge of himself somewhere in all that blood.
It is not long until he finds it. It is not long before all in the Affiliation fear his savagery.




To Catch a Thief
Weeks had passed since the incident in the desert temple, and Karzt's convalescence was complete. He crouched in the hay of a barn, staring into the night through his new tech-goggles. It was a starless night, but to Karzt it was lit with an eerie green glow. The goggles were a marvel of Imperium science and engineering. They were made of steel and glass, with two miniature infused gems powering each lens. His pay from the temple job had been enough for him to purchase the miraculous device, and now he was putting it to good use in one of his nightly stakeouts. He had been in this town for well over a week with no sign of his quarry.
Whoever the thief was, they had successfully eluded him. Not only that, but it had managed to steal more food, livestock, clothing, or currency from the village every single night. He was tired of failure, and so he convinced himself that tonight would be different. Tonight, he would apprehend the culprit. For now, he waited in the dark and thought about how he had wound up here, enforcing the law in this desolate frontier town.
After being debriefed by Enforcers, he had been given a generous payout and sent on his way. They flatly refused to tell him whether any further action would be taken against the Easterners. Frontier Agents weren't usually given much information, but Karzt assumed that the Imperium's cumbersome bureaucracy would ensure that nothing happened in the end. After all, there was no proof the Affiliation was behind the events. After much objection, Karzt was assured that a special team would be dispatched to excavate the destroyed temple at some point. He wasn't holding his breath. The men at the home office were do-nothings who had no idea what it was like out here. He wished that there were more men like Rockwall, men of action and courage.
Without a job to do, Karzt had decided to hire on as caravan security. The events at the temple weighed heavily on his mind and, as a result, he sought comfort in the familiar. Perhaps he'd get to deliver a well-deserved beating to some desert bandits – that was always good for lifting his spirits. Ever since leaving Woodswood, Karzt had felt compelled to remain in and around the wasteland border towns of the Ourolo. Now he wondered if the demon that haunted his dreams had used its dark magic to give him this compulsion. Perhaps it wanted him to find that place in the desert where its horrible transformation had taken place. The more the hangman thought about it, the more certain he became that the shapeshifter was unrelated to the Easterners who had caused such trouble in the Ourolo. In Karzt's mind, it didn't much matter. Magic in all its forms was evil – a thing to be feared, mistrusted, and defended against.
The job he had taken was uneventful, but things turned interesting when they arrived at a desolate little trading post set up a few miles north of the southern border of the Ourolo. The town was called Windswept, named for the dusty desert sirocco which regularly pounded the town from the north.
Rolling through the dusty thoroughfare, they were treated to a dramatic scene. A muscular young man in a ten-gallon hat was lying in the middle of the road, holding a hand to his thigh. Blood had pooled in the cracked earth around his leg. Another man lay face-down a few feet away, with a crossbow bolt sticking out of his back. A thin crowd had gathered in a circle around them. Karzt immediately leapt off the wagon and darted through the crowd.
He knelt beside the man with the bleeding leg wound and saw a sheriff's star on his chest. There was a knife sticking out of his thigh, and a discarded crossbow a few feet away. “Get this fuckin' knife out of me,” he said, as Karzt examined him for other wounds. He spoke without a hint of accent – this man was no Ouroloan, with his fair skin and wispy blonde hair. Like Karzt, he was a transplant from some other part of the Imperium. Unlike Karzt, he was green, perhaps only twenty-years-old. The hangman wondered how this young man had become sheriff here.
“Hold on there, sheriff,” Karzt said. “There a doctor in these parts?”
“Already sent Johnny-boy to go get 'im. Either get this fuckin' knife out of me or I'll do it myself, whoever the fuck you are.” He went to grab the blade's handle, and Karzt held him down.
“You don't want to do that. Just calm down, son. Wait for the doc to get here with his kit. I pull this knife now, yer gonna bleed out fer sure.”
Karzt kept pressure on the wound until the wiry old doctor arrived. Afterwards, Karzt helped him carry the young sheriff to the ramshackle wooden house that served as the town's infirmary. There, the knife was removed and the wound was stitched up. It was clear that the young man wouldn't be able to walk for weeks as his body mended itself. Lying in the bed, he gestured weakly in Karzt's direction. “Hey, you there. I didn't catch your name,” he said. The fire was gone from his voice.
“Aye. The name's H.M. Taker, licensed Frontier Agent. You the one that put a bolt through that poor bastard in the street?”
The young sheriff explained the situation. The night before the mess in the thoroughfare, a local tough had put a knife in the neck of the former sheriff during a poker game. The foulmouthed young man in the bed – whose named turned out to be Hardan – had been the old sheriff's deputy before the murder. When he heard the news in the morning, the young new sheriff immediately moved to arrest the tough. He caught a knife in the leg for his trouble and ended up putting a crossbow bolt through his would-be killer's heart.
The sheriff had not been speaking for long before it became clear he was growing delirious from the pain. Sweating heavily, he began to mumble something about “dealing with the orcs” before passing out. The doctor assured Karzt that the young sheriff merely needed time to rest and heal. He asked if the hangman would be willing to stick around during the sheriff's convalescence and help them with their issues; otherwise, they would be left without a single lawman in the town and their many problems would only get worse.
Karzt signed off with his caravan that day, deciding that he might indeed be able to do some good here. He arranged for a room upstairs in the local inn. It was a worn down, grubby little pub in the main thoroughfare called Aktar's Big Sip. Aktar himself was a fat Ouroloan who charged too much for drinks, and it was here, amongst Aktar's half-drunken patrons, that Karzt learned of the problems facing this town.
The knife-wielding miscreant who had murdered the old sheriff and stabbed his deputy had been a known menace. He wouldn't be causing any more trouble for the town – not with a crossbow bolt through his heart – but there were more issues to be resolved. The first and foremost was a posse of punks and bandits who had recently moved into an old, abandoned bar at the edge of town. Most of them were dusky skinned and tusked to varying degrees; in other words, the orcish descent was clear. Their leader was a huge halfbreed man named Tarkakur, who indeed had a pair of fearsomely huge tusks jutting out of his mouth. It was suspected that he had more orcish than human blood, but none of the townsfolk would dare to say that to his face.
Miscegenation was deemed illegal in the Imperium. The children of the illicit inter-species trysts were, more often than not, actually rapes performed by orcish raiders. Wild orcs, lusting for flesh as much as blood, would strike from out of the deep desert or from within caverns beneath the Peril mountains. The offspring of such events were considered an abomination against Virtue itself and were put to death whenever discovered; unlike pureblood orcs, they would never be allowed to live within the Imperium as thralls. Anyone found to have willingly participated in miscegenation was guilty of one of the highest crimes in the Imperium. Their punishment was to be treated as a demihuman and given the Outsiders' Choice.
There was a growing population of halfbreeds in the Ourolo, born to human mothers who raised them in secret out of some innate sense of mother's love. In the desert, they were not hunted as they would have been in the main hubs of the Imperium. Ouroloans were technically Imperial citizens but did not share the same zeal for enforcing certain Imperium laws; as a result, halfbreeds were often tolerated by the bearded desert men so long as they did not cause too much trouble.
Unfortunately, the spawn of orcs and humans regularly fell into the grubby life of banditry. A few found work as caravan guards with the more open-minded Ouroloans, but the orc-bloods rarely exhibited a temperament for much more than rabble-rousing and troublemaking. The gang in Windswept was no exception, and the previous sheriff had been unable to put a stop to them. During the day, they had horse races in the thoroughfare and harassed the local women; at night, they played poker and drunkenly fought amongst themselves and the rougher Ouroloans of the town. There had even been a string of late-night robberies that had been attributed to them.
Karzt was not wasting any time. In the morning, he was rudely awakened by a ruckus in the thoroughfare. Apparently, since the sheriff was now dead and his deputy out of commission, the gang thought that they had the run of the place. Rubbing the sleep from his eyes, Karzt stepped out the front door of the Big Sip. He was greeted with the sight of a wagon being pulled by two horses which had been whipped into a frenzy.
Three pitch black orc-bloods were in the wagon, hooting and hollering and waving their axes around; a fourth stood above a terrified looking Ouroloan in the driver's seat. He was holding the man’s own khopesh to his neck and screaming for him to drive. Between his thick tongue and his deep voice, the word came out sounding more like “DRAAAAHVE! DRAAAHVE!” Their massive leader, Tarkakur, stood off to the side of the road, just across from Karzt. The tusked orc-blood was doubled over with laughter from the raucous display. He was shirtless, wearing only a simple pair of brown hide pants, and his body was incredibly muscular and covered in scars.
Karzt wasn't in the mood to play games with these people. He drew his revolver and took aim at the moving wagon, leading it with the sights. It only took two gunshots for Karzt to hollow out two of the criminals' skulls. The orc-blood that had been holding the driver hostage was among the fallen. As soon as the shots rang out, the Ouroloan panicked and dove into the street, jumping to safety as the wagon crashed and the two remaining orcs tumbled out. Both knocked their heads hard against a wooden wall, snapping their necks instantly. At this, the general hubbub and yelling was drowned out by the singular, ear-splitting roar of Tarkakur. He charged at the hangman and was blown away in a final thunder crack from the revolver. Just like that, Karzt had eliminated the entire gang. Spinning his smoking revolver in his hand, the hangman slid it back into the holster with a self-satisfied grin on his face. Getting rid of miscreants never failed to raise his spirits.
Whether the townsfolk and traders were grateful or took issue with Karzt's quick and simple brand of frontier justice, they didn't show it. Indeed, aside from the work of removing the bodies, few of them seemed to even acknowledge what had happened. The young sheriff alone thanked Karzt when he came to check up on him and asked that the hangman stay on a little while longer as his wound healed. Life went on as usual, and so did the nighttime robberies that had recently been plaguing the town. As it turned out, there was another ne'er-do-well in this place, and Karzt was determined to catch him.
Karzt had been at these nightly stakeouts for nearly a week. The hangman was always in the wrong place to catch his man, but now, on the sixth night, he believed he had figured out a pattern. The thief seemed to be a creature of peculiar habit. It only stole a particular type of thing on particular nights; first, it had been a case of ale, stolen from Aktar's Big Sip while Karzt himself slept in his room above. That had been an embarrassing night for the hangman. The next night, a chicken had gone missing. The night after, half of a young married couple's entire wardrobe. The local bank was hit the night after that; curiously, only a few hundred Golden Virtues had been taken. It was a generous sum, but still only enough to fill a small sack. Why would someone rob a bank and leave almost everything in it?
The night after that, Aktar's place was hit again, but Aktar himself was there this time, waiting up at the bar with a large stick in his hands. The fat man was half-asleep on a stool, but the sound of rustling bottles roused him and he shouted. In the dark he chased the assailant out of his place. The thief was apparently carrying a bottle of booze, which he dropped on the ground as he made his escape. Aktar slipped and fell in the mess, and by the time he got up, the culprit was long gone. The next day he described what happened to Karzt, who had been staking out the bank at the time. Apparently the thief was a short man, possibly even a midget, with an odd waddling gait.
Acting on his hunch about the thief's patterns, Karzt decided to stake out the farm at the edge of town. Now, in the hay, he studied his surroundings through the eerie green light of the goggles. He was in the corner of the largest barn, and a multitude of soundly sleeping chickens lay before him. The barn's main entrance, an eight-foot wide roll up door, was closed; the place had apparently been designed with larger animals in mind. While goats and camels were a common sight in Ourolo, there were only chickens here. There was a small side door in the opposite corner to Karzt, and it was slightly ajar. A sliver of moonlight crept in through this crack but did not disturb the peacefully sleeping chickens.
The hangman remained still in his hay camouflage for several hours. It had crossed his mind that his hunch might have been incorrect, but Karzt was nothing if not a determined, stubborn man. He would see this night through to the end, for better or for worse. Dawn was approaching when he spotted the sliver of moonlight widening and a small, trembling, clawed hand creep through the crack as the door was slowly pushed open. Karzt lay perfectly still as he watched and waited.
In crept the kobold, looking ridiculous in a man's leather longcoat. The coat dragged on the ground and did nothing to protect the creature's modesty; only its fat belly did that. He waddled in and began to pluck eggs off the ground. One-by-one he'd pick them up and throw them up into the air, then raise his head and let them fall into his mouth whole and unbroken. He'd say “yes!” or “delicious!” after swallowing each egg. Like most kobolds, his high-pitched voice trembled and always sounded like something might be stuck in his throat. His odd, shuffling gait took him deeper into the barn as Karzt observed and waited for the right moment to strike.
Finally reaching the middle of the barn, the kobold arrived at a sleeping chicken and casually lifted it off the ground. Rudely awakened from its rest, it began clucking loudly in protest. The kobold stuffed the chicken under his arm and started sneaking toward the exit. It was at this point that Karzt burst out of the hay, with a net in one hand and his trusty revolver in the other.
“Put down the chicken, kobold,” the hangman said, leveling his revolver at the creature through the darkness.
Koboldan, who had been badly startled, dropped the bird which then frantically scampered away. Bewildered and surprised, the kobold stammered nonsensically. “What... I.... you.... fuck yoooou!”
Karzt seized on the kobold's momentary confusion as an opportunity to unleash his net on the creature, and the kobold was trapped – struggling feebly to escape while making shrill, agitated noises. As Karzt approached to collect his prize, the kobold gathered himself and yelled out, “Let me go, you filthy human slave!”
As the hangman slung the wriggling netted creature onto his back like a bag of potatoes, he wondered to himself how anybody could honestly find such a creature endearing.




On Kobolds
by Cascadian Knight and Scholar Rafael Rockwall – Chapter Excerpt from A Study on the Species of Genesis
The voice of a kobold is difficult to describe. High pitched and full, it seems to originate from high in the throat. Most kobolds speak as though their mouths have been stuffed half-full, and the resulting sound has been known to be irritating for many humans and non-kobold demihumans alike. Despite this uniquely obnoxious quality, the kobold accent is relatively comprehensible. Unlike the speech of a bestial minotaur or foreign goblin, humans tend to have little trouble understanding a kobold's words. A human could even easily imitate one, if they chose to do so.
Kobolds have historically lived in warrens, deep caverns beneath the Peril mountains where they thrived in great numbers. They are expert miners, although there is a prevailing belief among them that they are above physical labor. Indeed, kobolds tend to think that the “lesser races” ought to do their bidding instead. These lesser races include just about anyone who isn't a kobold. Of course, given the kobolds' physical weakness and lack of any natural magical aptitude, finding a kobold who is master of anyone but himself is quite a rare thing indeed. If a tribe of kobolds does manage to keep slaves, they are usually goblins – another race of short, relatively weak creatures who the kobolds can therefore contend with. Dragons alone are exempt from the kobolds' typical condescension; instead, they are worshiped by the little, scaly creatures. The dragons, for their part, hardly notice this fact. These rare and powerful beings are far too proud to make time for something as small and feeble as a kobold.
Kobolds have a natural hatred for gnomes, despite the fact that gnomes do not seem to exist as anything other than a kobold’s fairy tale. Kobolds often tell angry, excited stories about these creatures; they insist that gnomes are species of devious little bearded midgets, fond of conical red caps, trickster magic, and decidedly bad-natured mischief. Supposedly the little men are extremely foul and are fond of making an absolute mess of any home that they invade. The kobolds' folktales indicate that gnomes are uniquely vulnerable to “kobold talons” and will flee as soon as an enterprising kobold begins clawing at them. In modern times, the domesticated kobolds of the Imperium still give dire warnings to their human hosts about gnomish threats. They often promise to keep a house safe from the threat of gnomish invasion in exchange for kobold bits.
Kobolds are well-adapted to their original cavernous homes. Their ingenuity and cowardice are what keep them safe from the monstrous threats of the Peril mountains. While kobolds are not great combatants, they are expert trappers. Kobolds were forced to adapt such traps in order to protect themselves from the venomous giant spiders that would often wander into their warrens. Because of the traps, these spiders and other unfortunate creatures like them tend to end up well-cooked and devoured by hungry kobolds. The appetites of these creatures are legendary; they are naturally gluttonous and if given enough food they could easily become obese. In the Imperium, kobold-keepers often have to carefully ration out kobold bits so that their pets will not grow too indolent and bulky.
In the warrens, kobolds spent much of their time mining for gems and ore which they hoarded or traded amongst themselves. Kobolds, with the singular exception of building traps, are typically lousy craftsman. Sometimes, enterprising human traders from the Imperium would come to trade with the kobolds, as their gems were extremely valuable in the West. If they were able to sneak past the kobolds' traps, they would be greeted by excited kobolds who were more than willing to trade gems and ore in exchange for well-made tools, weapons, or food. The traveler would have a litany of nonsense forced upon them by the loquacious kobolds, usually concerning the dangers of gnomes or the glory of dragons. These men were never enslaved, as the kobolds did not wish to try their luck against anyone much larger than themselves. Nevertheless, the kobolds might openly refer to them as slaves. In successful kobold-human relations, it is crucial that the human overlook such slights; in the end, one must remember that this braggadocios tendency is a harmless quirk of their species.
The warrens mostly emptied out after the kobolds realized that they could take advantage of the typically good-natured Western citizenry. While there are few human beings that would stomach becoming a glorified pet, the kobolds on the other hand easily rationalized their new status. After all, they truly believed themselves to be the masters. Still, many kobolds were mistrustful of outsiders or simply could not find a new home in the Imperium. Thus, even after the Kobold Diaspora, the warrens remained inhabited by a small population of crafty kobolds seeking to make a life inside the caverns beneath the Peril mountains.
Kobolds have a singularly unique viewpoint on many common human moral standards. For example, they tend to believe that another person’s property is only theirs for as long as that person can keep it from being snatched away. Nevertheless, a kobold will pitch a hypocritical fit if its own belongings are taken, and it will do whatever it can to retake the stolen goods.
Kobolds sometimes exhibit such a glut of antisocial traits that even their own kin grow weary of dealing with them. Such kobolds generally suffer exile. Some attempt to become “kept kobolds” in the Imperium, but their behavior quickly gets them labeled as “bad kobolds” and, once again, they are thrown out. Such kobolds end up living desperate lives and are known to beg, scrape, and even steal to survive.




Homecoming
Predictably, Jak was chastised by the quartermaster for having gotten the runed scimitar destroyed. He elected to take on the debt rather than give up his new sword, and now owed the Chateau a sum of 30,000 Golden Queens. This was a king's ransom, but Jak was surprisingly unworried. If the previous mission was any indicator, he was likely to eventually find valuables to replace the loss. Best of all, Anne didn't seem to care – when Jak visited the quartermaster's office, she kissed him on the cheek and said she was happy to see him return alive. Jak was too tongue tied to respond, and as the girl skipped away he felt his heart grow light from the intoxicating aura of her simple, youthful cheer. The quartermaster then proceeded to shout at him for the next twenty minutes as the young man blushed furiously, unable to think of anything but the pleasant little delivery girl.
Quentin didn't even bother entering the Chateau for the customary debriefing. The last Jak saw of him had been at a Cascadian village just west of the banks of the Sphynx. The Cascadian Knight made it clear that he intended to spend the next few days at an Imperial brothel and went into great and odious detail about all the various services he intended to enjoy. At this, Jak rolled his eyes and wished his companion good luck in avoiding a bout of the Southern Plague. It wasn't long until the two parted ways.
Jak's debriefing was much more interesting than his experience in the quartermaster's office. A pair of guards escorted him to the throne room itself, and then the entire room was cleared. Acelia herself was nowhere to be seen, so Jak stood in the quiet chamber alone. The great amethyst doors of the chamber were closed, and he looked around awkwardly as he waited.
After several minutes he began to pace the room. As he turned around to finish his fourth lap around the chamber, there she was; lithe, little Acelia, staring at Jak with her big wet eyes. She wore a black funeral gown; a dark gauzy veil covered her girlish features, her long violet hair cascading out from the back. Jak felt his heart skip a beat as he stared at her slack-jawed, searching for some words to say. He wanted badly to impress her, but his mind felt like a blank sheet of paper. Just like last time, Jak became painfully aware that his trousers suddenly felt much tighter.
She reached out and slowly placed the palm of one of her little hands on his chest; her long, thin, spindly fingers splayed out. To Jak, each fingertip felt as if it were radiating warmth directly into his heart. Contrasting the warmth in his chest, he felt as though icy tendrils were crawling into his skull from all directions. He stared silently, breathing heavily; he had no idea what was happening. Despite this, he had no desire to move away from her touch.
“Jak, I told you to take care of him.”
Jak blinked, uncomprehending. Finally, he realized she was talking about Lunarm.
“I'm sorry, I...” he began, and then paused to collect himself before continuing. “I tried. It was a mess in there. Quentin, he-”
“He sent you all away, and the moon did not make it. I already know everything about your travels, Jak.”
“But how?” he responded, incredulous.
“Jak, oh, my young Jak. It's the Chateau. My Chateau was built atop the confluence, the ley energy, just like the Towers in the East. One could say that this is the weakest point between our world and worlds beyond. All that energy... all that power. Can't you imagine, young Jak, how it could be used? Harnessed?”
She stopped speaking a moment, and finally removed her hand from Jak's chest. It was as if a great weight had been lifted from him. He felt as though the icy tendrils had slithered wetly out of his head all in an instant. A dull ache began to pound his skull.
She turned from her subject and walked up the stone steps that led to her throne of gems. She was not a voluptuous woman, but her sashaying walk was nevertheless entrancing and sultry. Despite the strangeness of their encounter, Jak could still feel his arousal amidst his other preoccupations and hoped naively that she wouldn’t notice.
The throne was a spectacle, and it became even more spectacular when Lady Acelia gingerly sat down upon it. Gemstones dotted its surface in a rainbow of scintillating colors. There were rubies, topazes, sapphires, and diamonds. There were bloodstones, amethysts, and alexandrites. There were aquamarines and emeralds. Indeed, there were so many different gems represented on the throne that Jak was convinced there couldn't possibly be more than one or two of each type. When the queen rested upon it, the throne's magic activated and each gemstone filled with a warm incandescence. The result was a multi-colored light show which danced and flickered all around the throne room. From his place at the bottom of the steps, Jak merely stared on in wonder.
The flashing lights died down, and the lady continued speaking. “To be brief, Jak, I am the Chateau. It and all of its secrets are mine. I claimed them long ago. Your secrets are nothing compared to the ones held by this ancient place.” A wan smile began to form on her face. “Truthfully, I pulled the events from your mind just now,” she added, speaking in a casual tone as though she believed that she was adding some meaningless afterthought.
Jak frowned at this, and said, “So it's like the Innates that Rafael told me about... you can read my mind?”
“Like Rafael...” she said wonderingly. Her wan smile seemed to turn sadder, then disappeared entirely. “Something like that, perhaps. He was born with nothing. I made him into something more. I gave him the Great Gift. Perhaps he was trying to tell you. But am I like him? I wonder. When I claimed this place, I too was nothing. It was the Chateau alone which bequeathed to me the Great Gift. It was not my birthright. I took it.”
“What is the Great Gift? I don't understand.” Jak was growing frustrated by her opaque, mysterious manner of speaking. As always, Jak was ravenous in his curiosity and grew frustrated at the way she dangled bits and pieces of the truth in front of him. Unfortunately, getting straight answers from the Violet Lady was proving difficult. He began to feel as though he were speaking to a stone wall.
She raised a hand dismissively, then let it fall. “That Gift is not for you. Magic, on the other hand... oh, young Jak. I have much to tell you. First, you must show me the blade.” She raised her right hand slowly and extended one slender finger.
Before Jak could approach to hand her the blade, he felt it slipping out of its new, fine leather sheath on his back and looked in wonder as it slowly floated up into the air, then drifted lazily across the room into Acelia's beckoning hand. The blade looked absurd against her tiny frame. It was obvious that a woman of her size should not have been able to hold such a weapon, even with two hands. Even so, she daintily held it out with one hand as though it were a light rapier. She stood from her throne and took a few swift swings with one hand, then brought the blade close to her face and studied the runes engraved upon it.
“Oh, Jak,” she said. She released the blade, and instead of dropping to the floor it drifted back again into the sheath on Jak's back. With languid grace, she sat back down and said, “Fate surely has chosen a unique path for you. You should be dead, having used this blade without any true knowledge of the mystic arts.” She looked him over, and her eyebrows furrowed pensively. “Is it possible? Are you really the one I've been looking for, the weapon from the West? Did they really succeed in...” she trailed off, staring into Jak's transfixed eyes. “Please, hold perfectly still. I must perform a reading on you. Do not worry, young Jak.”
Jak had no idea what she was saying. He wondered what she meant by “true knowledge” – surely he was a magician as good as any, having learned to channel elements through his body. And did she just call him a weapon? From the West? He wasn't from the West. He had been born on his father's farm in Cascadia. Were these just meaningless riddles, or was there something deeper beneath them?
He didn't know what she meant by a “reading” either. If it was anything like what she had done a moment ago after touching him, he wanted nothing to do with it. He wasn't sure he had a choice in the matter; she was his queen, after all. He nodded and his voice cracked as he acquiesced. “Yes, my lady.”
Acelia fixed him with an intense stare and several beams of rainbow-light shot out of her throne, directly into Jak's body. His entire body was paralyzed as he was lifted into the air in a crucifixion pose. He tried to scream, but no sound came out of his open mouth. His whole body arched backwards, and he hung there as the moments ticked past, suspended by invisible strings. At some point, his vision went black and he lost consciousness. When he awoke, he was lying on the cold, stone throne room floor. Acelia was still sitting atop her throne of gems, staring at him with a look of great fascination.
“What... what did you do to me?” he said, standing up. His head was throbbing, and he rubbed it with one hand while trying to get his bearings.
“I read you, Jak,” she said. “I knew you were special when you came here. I could sense it. That is why I sent that disgusting man to look after you. Even so, I did not dare to dream that they succeeded in their mission when they made you.” The fascinated expression now changed to one of sympathy. She walked over to him and stroked his aching head with a delicate hand. “Your head hurts, I know. I am sorry, but it was necessary. Now I will give unto you a wonder, the wonder of knowledge. Stand fast, young Jak. This will be a tough pill to swallow. Hold out your hand.”
He raised an eyebrow, continuing to rub his head. “Pill...?” He slowly extended his hand as instructed.
She reached a hand into the cleavage of her funeral gown and withdrew a tiny, furry-looking nut the size of a pebble. “Take this. It will tell you what you need to know.”
She dropped the nut into his palm, and he looked down at it. It was a fuzzy little thing, but he felt it pricking his hand like a cactus. He looked up and started to ask a question, but to his surprise, Acelia was gone. He was once again alone in the room.
He sighed to himself. Why did this place have to be so bizarre? He had come to learn, and to train himself. He had come to find adventure, and grow into a man. He had come in the hopes of meeting a beautiful woman, and gaining her affections. To varying degrees, he’d found all of these things. Unfortunately, it was all so wrapped up in this strange enigma of the queen and her peculiar interest in him.
He thought to himself, How much stranger could my life really get? He placed the strange little nut in his mouth and swallowed with great effort. He felt its little spines uncomfortably dragging against his throat as it made its way down into his stomach. He blinked, waited a few moments, and felt nothing. Eventually, he made his way out of the throne room. He had chores and other duties to attend to. By the time his head hit the pillow that night, he had all but forgotten about his debriefing. He smiled as he fell asleep and secretly hoped that tomorrow he could get Anne to have lunch with him in the courtyard.
✽✽✽
 
Jak groggily gained consciousness but his eyes remained shut. At first, all he could feel was an intense strangeness suffusing his entire body. Then, one by one, he became aware of other, more tangible sensations. Wherever he was, it was cold here. Icy gale winds violently swept over his flesh, battering his fragile form. He became aware of a peculiar lightness in his body. What was this feeling? Was he in water? Slowly prying open his sleep-encrusted eyes, he realized that he was floating weightlessly through the dark sky of a bleak and silent void. A ubiquitous, fine purple sandy grit floated with him on the air. Above him there was only a dark, starless sky. Below him, an endless purple desert dotted with massive grey stone spires. He was so high in the air that these spires looked more like toothpicks stretching out of the ground. Feeling an inexplicable urge to reach out to them, he tried to “swim” through the air in that direction but discovered that he was powerless to do so. Flailing and flopping like a fish on land, he made no headway.
“Calm yourself, son.” He heard a familiar, deep voice echoing in the void. He recognized it immediately: it was his father!
“Pa? What are you doing here?” Jak suddenly felt an intense homesickness wash over him.
“Quiet yourself and listen, my boy. I'm here to educate you. You never listened to me much, did you boy? Went off and learned magic even though I warned you about it... couldn't even be bothered to come back and visit after you left.”
No matter how hard he tried, Jak found that he could not open his mouth to reply. He drifted along through the void, unable to do anything but listen to the low tones of his father's voice.
“I am going to tell you the forgotten nature of this world, something few know. Countless hungry magical spirits live just outside our Realm, in the void. They were banished there long ago by our forefathers. Some call them demons. I called them demons. Don't you remember?”
His father had never spoken this way when Jak was on the farm. How could he know something like this?
“There are three main supernatural forces in this world. One is the Innate, enjoyed by those lucky humans who are born with a trace of the power of a magical spirit inside them. The second is magic. Through rituals and arcane words, we can bend the laws of the Realms and open a channel to the spirits beyond. It is an outright theft of their powers. They do not appreciate this theft. Failure to perform the rituals correctly might allow the spirits to steal back from you. They might take your sanity. They might take your life. They might take something else entirely. Didn't I warn you, my boy?”
The voice was right, but the words weren't. This couldn't be his father. Despite the strange surroundings, only now did Jak begin to realize that he was dreaming. This false apparition of his father made him feel uncomfortable. He willed himself to wake up, but to no avail.
“The third force is the true magic, the blood magic. The forbidden rites of sacrifice. The Ways Goëtia. One kills or bleeds a lamb, a rabbit, or even a man… and draws out that life force, repurposing it. Using it to feed the magical spirits, who above all else hunger for the taste of living souls and will reward mortals for bringing it to them. Through unspeakable acts, the Ways Goëtia are a pathway to unspeakable power. There is a reason our Lady Acelia has banned it in her domain.
“You are lucky and you are damned, Jak. Despite your reckless stumbling in the mystical dark, you weren’t preyed upon by some astral spirit. You are no magician, even if you think you are. You are my son, and you are a living weapon.”
With enormous effort, Jak was finally able to fight through the strange paralysis and managed to speak. “You have my father's voice,” he croaked, “but you sound nothing like him. You're not my pa, are you?”
“I apologize for the deception but lies are sometimes the necessary path to truth. Let me play my role, young Jak. Let me show you the truth about your father, and about yourself."
Before Jak could respond, he felt his essence being torn from his body. Suddenly, he found himself floating through the bright blue sky toward a bustling city. He passed through a suburb with handsome looking houses surrounded by picket fences and well-kept lawns. He saw cheerful human families going about their business. Here and there, he even spotted the occasional kobold scampering around and playing behind the fences. He had never visited the Imperium in his life, but somehow he knew that these were the suburbs surrounding Virtue, their capital city.
Eventually, he arrived at the city center. Humans in crisp suits walked briskly beneath tall buildings. He saw signs on the buildings with various slogans; here, “Be Great! Don't Miscegenate!” and there, “Magic: the ultimate poison. Don't risk it! You WILL get caught!” In this strange state, Jak found himself utterly lacking control over his own movement. He began to ethereally float downward and eventually fell through the ground. His vision went momentarily black, but eventually he emerged in a metal complex somewhere beneath the earth. Uniformed military men traveled the halls with purpose. One of them was a strongly built man in a special operations uniform. He looked very familiar to Jak. It was his father! Only... he was many years younger than Jak had ever seen him. How is this possible? His father had always been a Cascadian goat rancher, had he not?
Following his father through the hallways, they arrived at what appeared to be an operating room. Masked doctors and surgeons moved purposefully around a bed, and on the bed lay a beautiful, dark-haired woman whose belly was swollen with life. “Oh, Abner... you made it,” she said, noticing Jak's father walk into the room.
“Wouldn't miss it,” he replied, taking one of her little hands in his. Jak's heart overflowed with a mixture of heady emotions as he realized this woman must be his mother. He could only watch, his ethereal form completely unnoticed by any of the busy men in the room, as she and the doctors set to work on the difficult task of delivering the child. Two unsettling-looking men in black military intelligence uniforms stood in the corner, speaking to themselves in low whispers. In his present ethereal form, Jak could hear them perfectly:
“All of our failures have led to this moment. The Parity Project will finally succeed today. We will have our army.”
The other man replied, “All of Genesis under the Imperium, as it should be. As it should have always been!”
Jak's perception of time went into a fast flux. A baby bawled, a mother died, and a father smote his chest with grief and rage.
Jak blinked and found himself in a wild, thicket-strewn plain. The Imperial Way could be seen in the distance. A man was painstakingly making his way through the brush. Jak's father had traded his uniform for a voluminous brown travel-cloak which was large enough to obscure his features. In his arms there was a bundle.
Jak blinked again. He was home, on his farm. Goats trotted around, feeding on the weeds and bushes and occasionally bleating for no apparent reason. A very young version of Jak was running around playing tag with one of the goats. Growing bored with his play, he ran over to his father who was milking a very fat mother goat. “Pa, why don't I have a mommy?”
Jak had asked this question many times before. Mustering his patience, his father now gave the usual response: “You know why, son. It's like I told you before. She passed away when you were very young.”
Time sped up once again. A young boy became a young man. A father kept his secrets. Behind it all, a queen took interest.
He blinked, and he was back in the purple void. Gravity had caught up with him, and his feeble form came crashing down onto the top of one of the stone towers. Despite the rough landing, he was somehow unhurt. He stood up, struggling against the cold, biting winds which battered him from every direction. This was no dream, he decided. It was too vivid. This was a vision. As soon as he came to this realization, his father appeared before him. This time, he was the correct age.
Taken by sudden emotion, he shouted, “Who are you? Who are you, really? Why are you showing me all this?”
His father smiled wanly, then began to shimmer. His form disappeared, and in its place there was a pale man with peculiar, long violet hair and steelberry-grey eyes. Rafael! Jak hadn't seen the man since their conversation more than a year ago.
“I am sorry, Jak. I did not decide to take his form – your own mind played that particular trick on you. The deception, it seems, is no longer necessary. It would appear that your mind is finally prepared to accept the truth.”
Jak blinked, struggling to process what was going on.
“Truth...? This is real, isn't it?” Jak replied. “It's a dream, but it's real.”
“Correct. Such a bright young man. Our Lady Acelia has been saying that about you for some time now.”
“So... that seed she gave me...”
“Was a convenience. A tool to allow me easier access to your mind. She felt that this was the best way to show you the truth about yourself, given our limited time. Fortunately, we no longer have need of such trappings.”
Jak felt a surge of energy shoot through him, and he gasped as he was violently thrown out of the dream. He screamed and thrashed around a bit before finally realizing that he was in his own bed in the dormitory. The room was empty except for the pale figure looming over him. Jak could still feel the coolness from where one of the man's clammy hands had been on his forehead moments prior.
“R..Rafael? What the hell!” Jak sat up with a start. The first rays of morning sunlight were creeping through the dormitory windows.
“I told you it was real. I must apologize again. Please, accept this. We have much to discuss.” Rafael gingerly reached over to a table and retrieved a steaming mug of cinnamon coffee, handing it over to Jak. He sat down on a chair next to the bed and looked directly into Jak's eyes. The young man's heart rate slowed, and he began to calm down. Thinking deeply, he tried to decide which questions to ask first. He found himself strangely preoccupied with the coffee; had Rafael really brought a hot mug of coffee with him, all with the intent to calm him down after invading his mind? He shook his head free of such thoughts, trying to focus on getting answers on more important matters.
“I still don't understand, Rafael. What is all this? I was born in the West? My father was a soldier? Why wouldn't he tell me?”
At this, Rafael frowned. “Even we do not have all of the details. We know that you were born, Jak, but you were also made. You are the result of a project meant to create living weapons for the Imperium, weapons that might have been able to conquer this entire continent if they had succeeded. Your father saved you from that life, made them believe that their plans had failed. He brought you into our Lady Acelia's domain to live in safety."
“You couldn't have just told me this? You had to go into my brain? What the hell is wrong with you people?”
Rafael just looked at Jak blankly, as though he couldn't begin to understand why anyone would find his actions disturbing. His steelberry-grey eyes twinkled in the silence.
“Fine, don't tell me. How do you know all this?”
“Our Lady Acelia has been watching you for a very long time, Jak. Almost as long as you've been alive. Shall I be explicit? The throne reveals that which it wishes to reveal: visions of places and people who will be of great consequence to all of Genesis. It has fixated on you for quite some time.”
“You're telling me that she's known about all this the entire time I've been in the Chateau? And you, as well? Why didn't anyone tell me?” Under the circumstances, Jak thought that he ought to be hysterical. Anger and frustration boiled just beneath the surface, but an ocean of inexplicable calm had suddenly saturated his mind. He was left only with a sharp spike of steady willpower. He knew what he had to do.
In response to his question, Rafael gave him a wan smile but did not speak.
Jak spoke again, more calmly this time. “I... I don't know what to say. I need to go back to my village. I need to talk to my father.”
“I'm sorry, Jak. There is just no time for it. Our queen has a task for you, something only you can do.
“What? A mission? I only just got back.”
A tiredness beyond his short years was apparent on Jak's young face. He didn't want to go fight mutants or get bitten half to death by creatures in the desert, or do anything else for that matter. He wanted to see his father. For the first time in his life he found himself wishing for the mundane comforts of home.
“Our Lady Acelia believes that you are the best person for this job. She believes that you are one of the only people who can solve a certain very, very important problem.”
Jak looked him blankly. “I'm just a trainee, Rafael. How could I be so important?”
“You still don't understand. That energy you use... it is not magic. Magic retreats from you. When they made you, they made you to be something more like an Innate. There is a power inside you unlike any other. If you can unlock it, you will become a hero. This is what you always wanted, is it not?”
“This doesn't make any sense. I've been using magic. I learned it from the book, I told you, I—”
Rafael clasped Jak's hand in both of his smaller ones, interrupting him mid-sentence. The Cascadian Knight's pale fingers were cool to the touch. “Please, Jak. We had hoped that we would have more time, but our adversaries have moved much faster than we had hoped. The storm of war is coming, but we can stop it. You can stop it, but you must move quickly.”
Jak, however, was at his breaking point. He was tired of riddles and half-explanations. He was overwhelmed; he was a young man with the weight of the world on his shoulders, and he could do naught but shrug. “Rafael, I'm going to see my pa. I need to talk to someone who makes some sense. Have one of the real Knights take this mission, whatever it is.”
He pulled his hand out of Rafael's soft grip and stood up off the bed. Opening his chest, he pulled out his armor and began strapping it on. Rafael stared at him in precisely the way that an entomologist might study an ant.
After a time, the Cascadian Knight spoke. “You would go absent from the Chateau without leave? You owe us quite a debt, you know.”
Jak finished putting on his banded mail, then glanced over at the ancient greatsword leaning against his bed. “There's my debt, both for the broken blade and for my training. Take it. And if you want to kick me out of the Chateau for this, so be it. I'm going to see my pa.” He grabbed his satchel, walked out the door, and turned off toward the eastern outer gate. He would travel eastwards and then north, making his way along the Sphynx toward his hometown.
On foot, the trip was long and uneventful. Without his road companions, he had time to think, to ruminate upon the events of the last few months. He wondered about his path in life; what had led him to risk his life on such a journey. He realized that the journey hadn't started when he stepped into that caravan with Quentin and the hangman; no, the journey had started years ago when he decided he wanted, needed
to become a hero.
He was returning home with scars, three jagged reminders of his time in the desert temple. Two more were apparent on his leg, where the spider's venom had nearly killed him. Were these marks proof of his heroism? Did they demonstrate his newfound manhood? His father had always taught him that being a man meant providing a life for his family, working hard, protecting his home. Jak, in his youth, had concluded that a boy could not become a true man without, at some level, becoming a hero. He believed that a man ought to be the sort of person who would risk everything to protect everyone.
Now, as he trudged homeward, he wondered if these convictions were only the callow musings of a naive child. His dream of being a hero had never felt farther from him. In spite of the dangers he had survived, he felt very much like a boy. How could he hope to change the world all by himself?
Young Jak. That's what they called him, both the queen and her servant who had invaded his dreams. He wondered to himself: who should young Jak become? Should he strive to be more like the hangman, dour and dogged and committed to justice at all costs? The hangman was confident, but never seemed very happy. When he plied his trade, it was with grim satisfaction rather than true pleasure. The hangman seemed very much like the hero that Jak had always wanted to become. And yet, the man was brutal, unforgiving, and almost dead inside. Was this the cost of becoming a hero? Nevertheless, Jak suspected that his pa would like Mr. Taker.
Perhaps he should be more like his father. To raise a family and live a life of simple and honest labor; could this be the true path to manhood? His father, however, had apparently lied about his mother and his past. Was his father a hypocrite, toiling away at his farm while the world burned around him? Rafael's dream-visions had forced the boy to see his father in an entirely new light. How could he ever trust his pa again?
Then there was Quentin. The man could be foul, but seemed very sure of himself, very pleased in what he was. He was a joker, a prankster, a braggart, and an unashamed womanizer who, despite his occasional spectacular failings in that department, surely experienced great success as well. The Cascadian Knight's nature was both crass and frivolous; his careless attitude toward life had once made Jak wonder if he could even trust Quentin in the heat of battle. Even so, Jak had decided that Quentin was not as uncaring as he purported to be. He had, after all, saved Jak's life more than once.
What is a man? What is a hero? Who would young Jak become? Could he even make that choice for himself, or was he only a puppet, the living result of clandestine Imperium experiments? These questions consumed Jak like a fire in his belly, and it occurred to him that this was the first time in his life that he had really pondered the purpose and goal of his path instead of the mechanics of how to travel down it. As always, his mind determinedly turned the problem over and over, chipping away at it with a stubborn steadiness. One way or another, he would find his way through.
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