
    
  


  
The Wanderer's Library is a collaborative fiction exercise. It's a collection of stories that explore strange and fantastic corners of the world, hidden from ordinary eyes. Some of the stories take place in the distant past, taking the form of legends and fables. Others are from the modern day, hiding in the shadows just out of sight. The basic premise is that there are strange things that are not quite of our world. Some are dangerous, some are merely fascinating. They are all in some respect extraordinary.


A big game hunter searches for hunting in other worlds.


A creature lives in alleyways and junkyards, collecting bits of trash to disguise itself.


A red thing of many parts promises everything you have ever wanted.


Stories here should try to evoke a Sense of Wonder, a sense that there is a larger world beyond the one we know. In the world of the Library, these wonders are hidden, but never truly far away. But never forget that this is a wilder world than our own, and it's never entirely safe, either. Tread with care.
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    The Library

  
    
      Ophiuchus Codex

      Begun by my predecessors, the founders of the Serpent's Hand. The Ophiuchus Codex contains various poems, prophecies, mission statements, philosophical essays, information, and reflections by Serpent's Hand members since the rediscovery of The Library in 1967.

    

  
    The Ending Wait



They do not know the sleeping grows

in gardens full of serpent dreams

and dying men in patient rows

all know it's better than it seems.

Edging cracks adorn the air

where the final pattern breaks

from the aching truths laid bare

in the bubbling sulphur lakes.

Ending days of Byzantine

Reflected in the dying stars

and floating in the space between

the lights that form their prison bars.

—From the Prophecies of Herbert Cantor, 1846

—First Page of the Ophiuchus Codex



  
    The Tale Of The Brothers



"…and the blood of the Prophet shall run thickly

through their veins, yet they shall not ken it

when the past once more comes forward to the

new turning of the wheel shall show the way

And into the family of the Prophet, shall be

born five children, of destiny and desire

One born to death, one born to knowledge

One to health, one to action, one to hide

Of the Sisters of the brood of the Prophet

we shall speak but little for they are

of little note, one not born but leaked out

the other who runs from her blood

Of the first brother, born of light, he shall

carve his own path upon the world

shall prove to those who lie above, that he

is one of them, shall rule along them

Of the second, he shall be as the wind, and

you shall never know he is there, or if

it is merely his shadow upon you, falling now

to fail to aid those he finds himself of

The third brother, bound in the mind of a

child, struggles within and without

for he shall never be free, despite what has

been to, and for, his own good

Three brothers, split from family, brought

together now in the end, knowing

that they shall never be as a family, for

there is none for them to have.

The questions shall be raised from within

and they, not knowing, shall be made

into that which they have most feared and

bring down the Walls of Ignorance

And amongst all this, the poison girl shall

once more exert her influence upon

the Walls of Ignorance, and they will find

that she was never there at all."

—Translated from Aramaic, found carved into the walls of a temple of worship, discovered buried beneath the sands in Yemen. This is only a portion of the entire prophecy.

—Page 138 of the Ophiuchus Codex



  
    There Were Six Of Us Once



There were six of us once.

We were not old enough to be wise, but old enough to know things we shouldn't have. Arrogance and curiosity made us reach beyond our grasp, and attempt to become more than we were.

There were six of us once.

We wanted to be eternal, to never have to succumb to the ravages of age and to instead transcend time. Our experiment was fueled by the dim sensation of our cellular structure breaking down, of the ticking of our biological clocks winding to a close. We became permanent. Or at least we thought we did, throughout those years of internal discussion and debate, six scholarly minds attempting to reach the pinnacles of knowledge. Our surroundings were minor details lost in a sea of argument and rebuttal, point and counterpoint.

There were six of us once, and then one was taken away.

The shock was enough for us to resume our previous conception of time, to pay attention to what had happened. Minds like ours, yet obtusely unwilling to hear our calls carried our compatriot away. They thought of tests and work, wanting to see what we were, to breach the veil of incomprehension into the well of knowledge beyond. And in their curiosity, they tore our comrade apart. His silence quieted us all. No more the debate, the endless dueling thoughts. We were diminished, and we could not overcome that fact. And so with dread, we waited.

There were six of us once, and I fear, as they take me away, soon there will be only four.




  
    The Thousand



Fragments and scraps from a book of prophecy known only as 'The Thousand'.

Page 29: "Enslaved to her desires, not one but two, obeying her will, and aiding the rise. Look to her when the moon covers the sun, for then she may be ended."

Page 51: "Bound to the chain, borne of those not his own. Flesh to flesh, ash to ash, never to be forgotten. The end comes, but he sees it not, for he will never end. Beware the man with a thousand faces, for he shall ride on."

Page 172: "Pain denied is pain doubled. Denied by his own flesh, kept in chains by his own mind, never shall he be who he wants to be. The child of the pain denies her sire, never to know her lineage."

Page 261: "A god is broken, separated, removed from its power. Those who wield it know it not. Should his power ever be restored, he shall ravage the earth, and make it over in his image."

Page 348: "Swiftly cutting, never stopping through and through. Let it never rest, for in rest it is most dangerous.

Pages 425: "Beware the price of the song, for the children shall be the ones who pay it."

Page 467: "Death, again and again. Evermore Death, ever more shall it flow outwards. Beware, for Death wins every hand.

Page 534: "Filly bones bald treating taming hellish yellow. Polly told hairy few coins. Mischief, even here."

Page 599: "Follow the path, never blocking. Enter the new world it creates. Find yourself alone."

Page 647: "Drowning beneath the tide of stone, riches to be had if only breath could be found. Diamonds glitter in the waves, but beware the consequences of these actions. She will bring freedom through weight.

Page 712: "The apes seek forgiveness for crimes unforgiven. Through further crime, they rise to power, and flow together, until all but one is removed. Beware, then, the wrath of the monkey unchained."

Page 900 "Beneath the isle of light, the mother of darkness is chained. Bound with iron, pierced with silver, the fires are lit to keep her from rising. Daughter spring from her hips when they pass before her. Father to son, the secret passes, until the walls of ignorance crack the bondage."

Page 917 "Blood of the second brother, denied by time, restored again and again, through the will of the youngest Poisoner. In him is hidden the the secret to her return, and through him the cage is locked. Beware the lost eye."



  
    The Blooming Trees



As the dusk fell I grew weary of the yells and the constant toasts, and took to the back alleys of the city, my footfalls echoing between the silent buildings. All too quickly, it seemed, they had forgotten the price they, and I, had paid for this celebration. I know now that all too soon would come the endless Remembrances, the long hours in which we spoke of the dead, their lives, their deeds, their thoughts. But at that time, the joy had seemed gaudy, and I could not appreciate the sentiment behind it. I wandered onward, the silence only broken by my footfalls, and the occasional whispered words between a pair of lovers, or the hissing of an angered cat. In the distance, raucous laughter echoed, good cheer made hollow by the brick and stone that surrounded. I did not consciously realize the path I was taking, so long it had been since my feet, smaller then, had wandered back here after a long day of study. Soon I stepped out into an empty lot, the buildings on either side seeming to lean in to inspect the blackened remains of their brothers. I strode through the wreckage, the moonlight casting a pale glow over burnt timber. It was only when I saw the sign, half buried in the muck and mud, that I realized what this place was. My home, so long ago, now an ancient ruin.

Looking on the wreckage of what was once my entire world, I thought back to when my father had bundled me up in the night to a loaded wagon. I had waited inside while he had a fierce conversation with the neighbors, who wanted to know why he wouldn't just give me up. After all, no one would blame him for leaving his half-breed son. I shall never forget the look on his face, a mixture of fear at the very idea of me being in the hands of the Thalos guards, and rage, at the very idea that he was cowardly enough to abandon me. The neighbors drew back, startled at the look on his face, a simple shopkeeper's usually pleasant face transformed into an expression more suited to a Vaarlean berserker. Without another word, he got into the driver's seat, and with one last glare at the neighbors, and a softer, more longing one at our home, he drove off.

Thinking on it now, with the perspective of age, it was no wonder that he lied to me. I was but a child then, and he did not want me to take the blame of our leaving on myself. So he lied. We were on a vacation, he claimed. We were to see the world. I can only imagine how my excitement might have hurt him, to know that I had been so eager to leave our shop, and the muttered whispers and harsh glares of the city around it. It was most likely to distract me that he told me of the trees lining the road.

I was spell-bound by his tale. The trees had no name, for they were so massive and so well known, that one merely had to say "the trees outside of Ern", and everyone in the room would know what you were talking about. They were a comforting sight, their bare branches and grey bark as familiar as the backs of my hands. They were old, older than the city, possibly older than all the cities. And they had not always been bare. They bloomed, with blossoms the size of a man's head, but only when an event of great importance was occurring. He went on, to tell me of the legends of those who came to Ern, and made the trees bloom in response to their very presence. So wonderful were his tales, that I did not notice his worried looks back whence we came, nor the darkening circles around his eyes as we pressed on.

I wondered then, if he had known that I would someday return to Ern, at the head of a great army, fresh from the war to take it. That I would make the trees bloom with my passing, and that the city would open its gates to me out of fear and respect for the man I had become. And as I stood in the ruins of our old home, I wondered if I too, would be a legend.

- From the Journals of Tenar the Elder, found in a bookshop in London. The proprietor of the shop claimed to have found them on his doorstep. Added into the Codex by an unknown member.



  
    Excerpt From The Journal Of Archibald Hannity



As I approached the door, the stacks of books seem to lean in closer to me. The air became thick with the sound of whispers. Beneath my feet, the floor changed to rough hewn stone, a faint purple sheen glistening in the dim light. I took a deep breath, and stepped up to the door, the luminescence coming from its keyhole sickly, and unnerving.

When I had first asked Rick about the door, he had clammed up, claiming that I need not think about it. It took days to wear him down, but finally he relented, telling me that whatever happened was on my head. The door led to another realm, he explained. If it had always been there, or had been part of another place, no one knew, but what was known was that the floating buildings and strange architecture did not match any known city, on Earth or anywhere in the Outside.

Many had explored, few had returned, and all had spoken of strange creatures that prowled among the aetherborne staircases and paved streets. The beings were fiercely territorial. Why, I asked, did anyone choose to go there then? Because, he replied, the secrets of the city were buried there, and some people had a standing offer on any and all information that could be gathered. Not just money was being offered, but power, secrets, and pleasures. There were enough people offering such varied rewards, as to tempt any and all who heard of the city, myself included.

My hand firmed on the doorknob. I was prepared for a day of travel, and my trusty rifle was slung across my back. If this city held such knowledge, then it might contain what I needed to know, or give me a bargaining chip with those who had laughed at me before… I had to try. Emily deserved no less.

(Several pages are missing from the journal.)

My god. This place… It’s beyond the scope of the imagination. I have peered over the edge of the floor, and I had to look away. The expanse below appears infinite, and I cannot see what lies down there. The red clouds and lightning storms cloud my perceptions, and when I attempted to scry, the water boiled out of the bowl as steam, burning my face, though not badly. Whatever power is here, it burns out most magics, especially those related to seeing beyond.

After my first trip, I decided to come back. Though my original encounters with the Zila, as I have discovered they are called, left me discouraged, I know that I can break through their inherent distrusts of outsiders. I cannot afford not to try.

(Several dozen pages are missing from the journal, and blood spatters are on each subsequent page.)

I am afraid. Not only for myself, but for all who visit this accursed place. My wounds are mortal, and I have not much time left. The third and fourth levels are deathtraps, and the months I spent studying their design and matching it to forgotten legends tells me much. This is Cthon, City of Broken Arches, and it is (Unintelligible, blood and ashes blot out the following paragraphs)

I can do nothing. I only hope that the paltry secrets I have sold will give Emily a few more years. They come for me now. I shall try and get as close to the entrance as possible, and leave this journal in a hidden place, so that those who find it will be able to prevent what may come to pass.

- Excerpts bartered from a Trader. It is unknown if the missing pages are in someone else’s possession, or if they are lost in Cthon. ~ Brother Osirius



  
    Gods of Money



The Grand Ducal Palace of Lower Gregaria was a most impressive edifice. Covering over fifty city blocks, it was an engineering marvel and a monument to overpowering greed. To the passerby, its flying buttresses, climbing towers and aesthetic spires would evoke comparisons to the Taj Mahal and the Chrysler Building. To the hapless burglar, its cunning security systems and endless supply of guards would evoke comparisons to Fort Knox or a nuclear missile silo. To the unfortunate UN human rights investigator, or more unfortunate prisoner, the sordid prison cells and sadistic jailkeepers would evoke comparison to Nazi Germany.

But if anything could match the grandeur of the outside of the Palace, it would have to be the squalor of the surrounding city. All the wealth of Lower Gregaria went into its construction, and it was indeed all the money—one hundred percent taxation and squads of grim-eyed collectors saw to that. When that money ran out, High Duke Alexei just ran off more in the mints, taking the textiles of the country, along with the wool from the clothes of any peasant foolish enough to resist. “Massacre Money,” the international media called the new Gregarian dollars, but no one took any action.

Now the building was complete, and the city around it in ruins. Winter was coming, so the people lit mountains of Gregarian thousand dollar bills for warmth. They had more money than they’d ever imagined, after the money worked its way back into the now trashed economy, but they couldn’t even buy a loaf of stale bread with it. Million percent inflation will do that to you.

In the Palace, though, stale bread was present only in the croutons. Here, the Duke showered his opulence on his loyal ministers, and wheedled through his latest excess. He didn’t like to go against his advisors, so he made sure that they agreed with him. Now the Minister of the Mint reeled back, shocked by the Duke’s latest proposal. “But, but,” he sputtered, “There isn’t enough! We can’t make another palace, much less one larger than this one. There simply isn’t enough money! No one will lend us cash; the people certainly can’t pay, and—”

“See to it that they do,” said the Duke, slipping out through the crowd. For some reason, he was very tired, and so decided to duck out. He wouldn’t be missed, and the lips of dissidents were always looser when they didn’t think he could hear them. The recording devices would help ensure a large number of arrests.

When Duke Alexei arrived at his bedroom, which in any lesser building would qualify as a ballroom, the guards turned aside, brought out the ducal fingerprint scanner (an inelegant device, but effective), and unbarred the burnished steel doors, over a foot thick. All precautions taken, Alexei entered his room, where anyone besides the Duke entering would be killed by the additional guards in the room. The security system was one of the best in the world, as evidenced by the continued survival of one such as the Duke, which is probably why he was so surprised to see, when the doors closed behind him and the lights came on, the corpses of all ten guards, and to hear the voice behind him.

He wheeled with surprising speed, drawing a revolver he carried at all times and firing it at the creature calling his name above the door. The bullets sank into its skin without any sign of an effect, and Alexei got a better look at the creature. It was snakelike, with a tail splitting into many parts, each tipped with a wicked-looking barb. The thing dangled from the ceiling fixtures, and, horribly, it spoke: “Alexei Dasakovsky. You have nearly killed me, so I must kill you. You make my people turn away from me. I am starving Alexei, starving for their faith. And you’ve destroyed that. Do you have any idea, Alexei?”

The Duke shrank back, terrified, yet already planning escape. Just keep it talking, a small part of him said, while the rest was consumed with blind panic. “What are you? What have I done? What are you?” he screamed, scrambling away.

“I am a god,” it hissed, leisurely swinging from chandelier to chandelier, keeping pace with him, “the god of the Gregarian Dollar. And I am angry. You’ve made the believers lose their faith. All I am to them now is cheap firewood. I had the strength of the currency, and now l am so weakened by this loss of value. You will die for this.”

Some small part of this reached the doomed Duke’s mind as he backed into his bed. Now directly above him, the monster began to unfold its bladed tail. “Wait, what? There is no god of the dollar. That’s absurd,” Alexei asked, puzzled despite the imminent danger.

“HOW AM I NOT A GOD?!” it roared. “I have my faithful. I have power. All currencies are based on blind faith. They all have gods, just as surely as I am one. The Yen, it has believers the world round; it is mighty indeed! And faith is all that is needed to make a god. But I am weakened. You have ruined me with your palace. The people, the masses, they no longer hold me in esteem. Look in the streets! They burn my being to heat them in the coming winter. IS THIS THE RESPECT I AM DUE?!” It paused, then resumed, its voice now building in bitterness. “I am weakened, true. But I will still destroy you, and glean some satisfaction from your death. I may still live on, which is more than would be the case if you build another of your damned castles. You are an ant, compared to me, but a dangerous one indeed. You shall not survive this day!”

With that, it flipped off the swaying chandelier, landing impossibly lightly on the bed. Its claws sped, and the last thing Alexei noticed was that the god’s hide had the pattern of money on it, but looked to be not paper, but human skin and flesh. Shortly, having cleaned its barbs, the god gazed around the room in rage and disgust, before climbing out and away through the hole it had ripped in the reinforced chamber. It slunk off to wait to die of lack of faith when the currency would finally collapse.

Lower Gregaria was quickly rescued from its situation, with Duke Alexei dead. Humanitarian organizations swarmed over the area, removed and destroyed most of the remaining money, and brought in new currency, with actual value, though also in the end backed by faith. Lower Gregaria gradually returned to a modicum of prosperity, and, after a while, all signs of the old country, Mad Duke Alexei’s country, vanished.

It is worth note, however, that many years later, with almost all Gregarian dollars having been destroyed, those few remaining became prized collector's pieces. And so, in a cave in the mountains at Lower Gregaria’s border, something stirred, invigorated by newfound value.



  
    Big Red



A long time ago, when the hell-gates had just closed and the moon was still low and the last of the crimson folk walked amongst men, there was a small village hidden in the mountains, much like in those other stories. Now a forest surrounded this hamlet, leaves thick as human hands and branches interlocking like so many pointed spears. It was rumored that the forest belonged to an ancient beast, remnants of the red ones who had yet to return, with the face of a bear and the claws of a hawk and the body of a woman, with teeth that were more than delighted to feast on innocent villagers. So it was good fortune that there was only one way in and out of the forest, and that an old sage who had been there for a rather long time guarded it. He had been there in his little log cabin even before the oldest villager was born, and the oldest villager heard that the sage had been there in his little log cabin even before the oldest villager in his time was born, and back and back and back. The consensus was that he had been there since time immemorial, keeping the Red Beast sated in its wooded prison with his worldly experience and accumulated skill. The symbols etched on the stones, the patches of rusted red on the grass, all played their arcane and eldritch part in keeping the village safe from the beast. And they said from time to time, if you cocked your head just right, you could hear the beast pacing about the forest, its breath red with the anticipation of escape.

But the old sage was not all-powerful, and every year at the height of the night and the low of the full moon, so he said, his charms would weaken and the beast would grow hungry. And the villagers did note that in that time of the year goats were found with their throats slashed and blood drained dry, or the soil cry salty tears of crimson, and they believed the old sage. The beast was getting out, and the only thing that would keep it in was the heart of a human child.

And every year, when the moon shone darkly and the night breathed with red, the villagers with heavy hearts would deliver the youngest new-born to the door of the little log cabin, rap once or twice on its scorched oaken door, and depart quietly before they saw the deed being done. It was cruel, and caused much unhappiness, but it worked, and the livestock was safe, and the ground no longer shed tears.

Now, one day there came to this village a lonely traveller, who had left his wealth, infamy and pursuers behind in an attempt to start his life anew. He knew not of the red folk or the beast or the mystic charms, nor of the ritual of the longest night. And when he heard of the story of the beast and its guardian he remarked, "Utter tales and folly! Why, to believe an old fool like him and the yarns he speaks of! Tonight, I will confront him with sword and make him reveal his deception!"

The villagers were mortified at this traveller’s defiance, but chose to let it pass. How could a mere air-headed youngster stand a chance against the complex charms and witchcraft of the old sage? He would be gone by midnight, proclaimed the artisan. If the beast hasn't got him yet! Chimed in the butcher, and everyone laughed at how such a young, rash mind would surely deserve such unfortunate consequences.

Despite all this, the traveller set out at night for the thick forest, gorged on good drink and good cheer. Past the rows of marked cairns, through the yawning stone arch, over the river that cried with sirens' voices, he arrived at the little log cabin with sharpened sword in hand.

Now what happened next, no one knows. But what everyone knows is that the traveller came back soon after, his hands and face stained bright red, and his eyes shot with madness. "I have killed him," cried he, "Slain the treacherous beast which plagued this land!"

And he spoke of the old sage, and how he had answered the door, and how the sage had smiled, a flash of red, a hawk's claw, he spoke even as the villagers strung him up, spoke of skins hanging from walls, little skins, little human skins, and a flash of red and how he had swung blindly again and again, spoke as the noose tightened around his neck, spoke of a bear's roar, a flash of red and the sage had lay dead before him. This was when he spoke no more, but the villagers paid his words no heed. Then he stopped twitching, and they cut him down the next day and buried him in a shallow ditch.

The next year, the ground did not bleed, the goats did not die, and the moon hung high in the midnight sky.



  
    Thinking's Bane





Stealing time from working men

Riddling is thinking's bane,

So we sing the old refrain,

Ringing out time and time again,

Perhaps to refrain were better,

Though I risk you'll find me bitter,

Silence may in truth be fitter,

Speaking the unwritten letter.
—Marginalia from page 634 of the Ophiuchus Codex



  
    A Caution to the Wise






Transcript of a letter; one of a few dozen similar papers found clipped to the pages of the Codex between the ninth and eighty-first. The paper is cut off neatly at the top, excluding the most of the manuscript, though one may assume that the recipient is a member of the Serpent's Hand. The date of the letter is supposed at anno Domini 1896.





[…]how fortunate they are to have you ask me their questions. Of course I sha'n't refuse you. At your insistence, then, I shall betake myself to pen this little tale of my early days in the West. They ask for a story with a moral; the moral is, “A caution to the wise—look elsewhere for your wisdom.” My anecdotes are not for philosophers to look over. As for fairy-tales, I can say nothing, for I have rarely seen any more point in them than in tales of Faierie itself. Well, will they or nill they, it is their request, and I shall provide exactly what they ask for, in exactly their terms.


Once I met a wealthy lord. He had a palace built of precious stones, land enough to bury a country, and men enough to conquer it in arms; he had a large and prosperous family, with seven sons to whom he bequeathed more than they could have asked of him; he had livestock and slaves, allies and vassals; and most of all, a properly vast banqueting hall, in which he was not shy to hold many a merry event.

All this he had, and prudence and love besides, which are at least as rare as the rest; but when I met him there was one matter in which his heart was less than wise. When I met him he lamented, "If only I were free!"

This desire he thought an idle fancy, knowing the folly of it, but withal, it happily seems he nurtured it within him all the while, and cared for it very much. I made myself a dove, and he bade me tell him a story of the outside. "I shall tell thee one hundred stories, and do thee one service besides," said I.

Eagerly he cried, "What will it be?" but I cocked my head and began to tell.

I spoke to him of the things that I remembered, and many that I forget, all of travel and freedom and the open air. It matters not the breadth of what I told him, for he loved it very much all the same, and it was through this that I found out his desire, and let it blossom all the more. I mentioned the Southern temples, dedicated to the spirits of dead men; I alluded to the Northern bears, who live in castles of stone and eat as plentifully as the kings of men, and cannot be tricked; and at last I spoke of the secret of the Eastern merchant, who makes for himself an effigy of clay, and sets it to watch over his affairs whilst he spends his days untroubled. He writes a word on its forehead, and it comes to life and serves him.

When I saw the look of rapture that came into his face, I finished my tale, and asked him then, "Knowest thou now what my service will be?"

For a moment this puzzled him, and then he besought me to tell him more of the clay men. "It is not that," said I, "but nearly."

He besought me again, asking if I might teach him the way the effigy was shaped. "It is not that," said I, "but nearly."

"What will thy service be, then?" cried he at last, exasperated, "for there is nothing I have desired more."

"I shall surely show thee!" I laughed. "I have prepared it for thee already, O august lord, that thou shouldst suffer no labour on thy back; come thou to-morrow to thy garden, and I shall show thee how it may serve."

I flew away, and that evening and night I spent in the fashioning of a clay image of the lord to set in the back of his palace garden. When I was done, as a bird once again, I perched upon it and waited for his arrival till the morning. Eagerly I waited, for I had not told him that words alone could not make clay living flesh—only life begets life, and only Man's soul can create a life like Man.

When he came, I found him not alone. He had brought a servant, who looked on me with disdain when I spoke—"Wilt thou accept my service?" I asked of the lord.

"Surely I will!" rejoined he at once, for his ardour had not grown less overnight.

"Then take this," said I, "and it will be thine." I offered my orb to him; and the servant, at once, stepped forth to take it for him.

He took my orb in his hand, whereupon my spirit surged forth from within it, as was its wont, and seized his immortal soul from out his body, and set it in the body of the clay man. Then I wrote a word on the forehead of the effigy, and its clay became flesh and blood and bone, and it came alive.

The lord, looking fearfully down at the body of his servant, enquired of me what I had done; though he well knew.

"My service to thee, my lord," I told him, "and methinks it will serve thee well." I flew to the ground and reclaimed my orb where it had fallen, and then once more to the head of the clay man, who stood yet motionless and with silent gaze. "What name hath thy servant?"

"I do not know his name, nor his voice, nor his face," said the lord evenly; "he was no person to me."

I whispered into the ear of the clay man, and then spoke to the lord. "If formless he was, then Golem it will be called. By Golem thou shalt call it when thou enjoinest it to a task. Now thou art free to roam the world."

"But what have I imposed upon myself?" he cried. "For this, what remuneration might thou enjoin me to?" For he sensed, as the wiser of men do, that I was more than I showed him.

"Thy recompense to me shall be nothing that thou committest not of thine own will, or that thou hast committed of thine own will," I answered him, "and thou wilt realise it only with time. Surely it will not dull thy freedom. Rejoice, O august lord, for thou art unbounded forthwith, and hence till the day of thy return!"

I departed forthwith, but saw him dispose of the servant's body and enjoin the clay man, with much careful instruction, to care for his property and household until his return. I saw him set out, doubtless in his heart of many grand adventures to come. I did not follow him, but repaired to the palace once again when he had gone, to whisper in the clay man's ear.

"Thou wilt carry thy burden well," I said to it, "for thou art a good servant to me. Do as I bid thee until thine old lord's return and I shall set thee free."

It did not answer, being mute; and there was no choice within it, nor happiness, nor misery.

I did many things in the lord's absence, and it matters not what I did. But the day came when he returned—I saw him as I walked along the silent roads of the city that surrounded his palace. I became a dove again, and went to meet him.

He was barefoot and leant upon his staff, and he looked about himself as if confused, and I saw that his soul was about to leave him. I perched on a nearby tree and enquired of him, "Why hast thou returned?"

"I have wandered to the four corners of the earth and far beyond them," said he, "and seen greater and more awful sights even than thou hast recounted to me, little bird."

"And why hast thou returned?" I asked again.

"I have grown sick of wandering, and long for my home once again, which the clay man thou hast fashioned for me hath kept in my absence. Where is he? Where is my home, little bird?"

"'Tis here and hence," I answered him, "and thy Golem hath kept it just as thou hast willed it. Not one grain of thy storehouses, or coin of thy treasuries, hath been otherwise spent; nor have thy possessions or thine household suffered unduly. Why? dost thou doubt the truthfulness of my words, that are bound by higher laws even than thine own, O august lord?"

"Who art thou, trickster? Where is my family? What hast thou taken from me?"

"Thou wert wise; yet thine heart fails, and thy senses dim. Dost thou still not know my price, nor understand the value of my service?"

"What price can I owe thee when I cannot reclaim what is mine?" cried the old lord.

"I gave thee freedom," said I, "for all thy life since our last meeting thou hast walked freely, nor hath obligation or responsibility bound thine heart. Thou hast enjoyed it till thine heart and soul were filled; and now that soul, which can enjoy nothing more, shall leave thee. That is my repayment."

Hearing this, he fell to his knees and wept. "Who art thou, deceiver, thief?"

"Such petty names from thy noble mouth!"—and I descended, and returned to my true form, and told him my name of names, and offered him my orb. When he heard that name he despaired, and the light at last left his eyes completely; he bequeathed his soul willingly to me.

I thanked him then, and passed on to the palace, where the clay man still sat enthroned. I whispered in its ear, "Thou art released," and writing another word on its forehead, caused it to crumble to dust; and of the whole grand demesne, all the lord's household and his properties, there remained but chaff and water.



There, pass them that to keep in their records, and do you describe to me, in detail, the looks they have on their faces.


I am, and will remain, your humble and obedient servant, in letter, if not spirit,

Y. K. W.





  
    And I Was Present At The Death Of A God



September 10, 1936- Sydney: Lovely country, Australia. Lovely people, lovely weather, lovely wildlife. Lovely gods, too. Live as long as I have and you meet a few gods. Oh, it’s not as big a deal as you might think- they’re literally everywhere, and lots of people meet them without even realizing it- but in most places they sure act like it is. Met Queztacoatl once. Guy’s religion is nearly dead, the main thing he’s the archetype of is kept alive only by archaeologists, and he still expects a heart to be sacrificed to him. Naturally, I wasn’t going to do that, so I fulfilled the letter by sacrificing the metaphorical heart with a truly miserable poem.

But I digress. Point is, Australia’s gods are as laid back as any, and I’ve been friends with some. Walmajarri, for example. God of the thylacines, also known as the Tasmanian tigers. I hadn’t known why he’d summoned me, and I’d visited him a few months ago. Usually we only met two years or so. Calling me back this early was unprecedented, especially when I was off in the Soviet Union smuggling out a few parahumans. At least, I wasn’t sure until I received the paper with my tea, flipped it open, and read that the last thylacine was dead as of the seventh.

Despite the name, gods can die. A better name for them might be archetype manifestations, but it’s too bloody long. Gods die when everything they stood for vanishes. Gods are tied both to the culture that venerated them (if one did- if one didn’t they’re much less powerful without the link to the ideals of a human culture with a massive impact) and to what they were the archetype of. Walmajarri would die without any thylacines left. At least, he probably would. I’ve heard of a few gods who survived after everything they stood for vanished, despite being reduced to a voice on the wind or a figure in the corner of the eye. Usually it was because what they stood for captured the imagination, and if it happened after they died, they’d start to return.

“You know, I met that one once. Liked her quite a bit,” I said, knowing that Walmajarri was next to me. “This mean what I think it does, Jarri?”

“Prob’ly so.” He spoke in a rather resigned voice. “Few still running around, maybe.” I put down the newspaper and turned towards him. He resembled an Australian aboriginal, which was enough to get him shot around most places. He was a god, though, and that came with certain advantages, such as making himself nearly impossible to notice. Good thing, too, because normally Jarri had a feral, predatory glint in his eye, claws, long canines, and a build similar to the thylacine’s. This time, though, he looked very human. Jarri never looked human. It simply wasn’t an option for a feral god.

“What,” I asked cautiously, “was the last thing the Rainbow Serpent said to us before-”

“We never met him. He’s still stuck under Uluru.” He gestured towards himself. “This is going to be normal from now on. I can’t even shapeshift anymore.” I recoiled in horror. Shapeshifting was necessary for the sanity of a feral god. Jarri’s mental stability was about to take a plunge for the worst. I knew the symptoms, and so did he. Irritableness first, followed by total loss of instincts and feral edge. Then the god lost all initiative, and became delusional, seeing things that weren’t there that almost always were visions of past glory. “Yeah, I know,” he said quietly. “I’ve been hanging on by my claws for a long time now, traveling the continent and trying to preserve my species by sticking a few of them on the mainland. It doesn’t work, Peri. The Europeans have nearly killed me, and I think they’ve just about finished the job.” His eyes swam out of focus, then swam back into it. “I’ve seen quite a few of my fellows disappear. Seems I’m next.” I adjusted my bush hat.

“Doesn’t have to be like that. You know that.” I was thinking of the bird. The Dodo.

“Dodo was an unusual case,” he said flatly. “Everybody remembers the dodo as an emblem, and so he gets to hang around Mauritius and taunt the Dutch. No one’s going to remember me, Peri, at least not for long. They never do. And if they do it will be as vermin, something to be eliminated for their mythical predator-free utopia.” He took a drink from a beer that hadn’t been near him before. Like I said, there are some advantages to being a god. “I wanted you to be with me when I go. I know you were busy in the Soviet Union, but to a certain extent I need you. When a god dies, there are things that need to be taken care of.” Australian gods might be more laid back than most, but they did have their limits. I could refuse, but Jarri would be incredibly offended, and I didn’t know how important the ‘things that need to be taken care of’ were.

“Can’t say no to my oldest friend,” I said, sipping the herbal.



September 11, 1936: I’ve hiked through the Outback countless times. Whenever I’d meet up with Jarri the two of us would inevitably end up on walkabout. I’ve always enjoyed those times. As One Who Walks, I don’t become tired from walking, ever. Nor do I become thirsty, or hungry while walking, and I don’t suffer from the environmental conditions. I’m ageless, too, even when I’m not walking. Walking’s in my blood, and hiking is my life.

This time was different. The red sands shifted in the breeze, and when they flew away from an area, it seemed like they would expose skeletons of the gods who had died. They wouldn’t, of course. That just wasn’t how gods died: They never left a body. You could kill a god without them being dead permanently, of course. They reformed elsewhere, near what they represented. I didn’t know if Jarri would have that benefit. Probably not. I wasn’t going to ask.

Wildlife was absent. Not even a soaring bird broke the monotony. I recognized the signs- emotional change for the negative, lack of wildlife, unusual weather conditions, weird music playing in the back of my mind- from my thousands of trips through the Ways. But we couldn’t be entering a Way; gods simply couldn’t enter them. Gods were bound to the land. They could send something which they represented through a Way and experience what that saw through telepathy, they could make use of spatial anomalies, but they couldn’t leave our dimension. On the other hand, here was Jarri walking in front of me, leading the way as he always did, and to all appearances he was leading me through a Way.

“There are other places, Peristrixalo, than the other worlds you walk through. We are going to a Dream Place. It is different,” Jarri said when I asked him, and refused to say any more. He’s not usually so secretive.

That night we camped near a pile of red sandstone rocks inhabited by venomous snakes and great big lizards. Jarri instinctively curled up beside me when I lay down, and I, out of habit, stroked his back. It was different, since no longer could he become a thylacine. But when one lives as long as we do, one starts to find it hard to change some habits, and I wasn’t going to try to change this one. It was a memory of better days.

Jarri only stayed next to me for a while. Like the thylacine, he’s nocturnal, though capable of daytime activity. And while he might not be running free in thylacine form anymore, the heart and soul can be feral too.

September 12, 1936: Uluru is a beautiful sight. The Europeans call it Ayers Rock, but the true masters of this land call it Uluru, and if they wished they could create a storm that would cleanse Australia of the Europeans for a generation or more.

We’re going to Uluru, I’m nearly sure of it. The Aboriginal caretakers of the site are a dead giveaway that there’s something paranatural about the place. Don’t know exactly what it is. Something connected to the Dreaming, yes, but what and how?

Walmajarri had his old feral glint in his eye today. He even was quivering with excitement when prey came near him. It’s good to see that he is partly wild again, even if he isn’t as feral as he used to be. Personally, I still hold out hope that he’ll survive. Maybe the thylacine will capture the public imagination in such a way that Walmajarri survives. But Jarri doesn’t think so. Understandable; he bears no love for the Europeans and automatically thinks badly of them- something I can hardly blame him for. I’ve seen them committ horrific acts too. But I see a distant possibility for hope. They just need to be directed, and that’s what I’m doing: directing them to different paths.

I can feel my mind changing. Walmajarri’s always had that effect on me, and I’ve always enjoyed the effect: a kind of feral alertness and edge like his own, a kind of instinctual undercurrent. But while Jarri’s is thylacine, mine is not. My species has legends that we are descended from cats, even though we don’t look like them in the least. And when I’m with Jarri, sometimes I wonder if they are true.

The two of us saw a goanna today. Walmajarri clearly wished to kill and eat it, but I was too fascinated by the lizard for him to do so. It’s scales shimmered in the light like granite, and for so long it looked like the stone it sat on.

September 13, 1936: We’ve reached our destination. It’s basically a giant canyon, though the walls… there’s something about them that tugs at part of my brain. It’s like I’ve seen the pattern before in something extremely significant, and I should know what the pattern means. Whenever I look at the canyon from the cliff face overlooking it, I get this feeling of deja vu.

The music is getting stronger. It’s not actually coming from the environment, it’s coming from my mind. Whenever I start to get lost in though, it’s there, but somehow not there at the same time. Not the only strange thing, either. When I woke up this morning, I could have sworn my body had altered, like I was taller with my arms and legs longer. There was more coiled energy, less steady endurance. I tried entering the Walk. It works, but I could have sworn there was something different about it.

I mentioned all this to Jarri. I didn’t like the look on his face when I told him about the second part. It was a cross between ‘this worries me’ and ‘everything according to plan’. Make no mistake, Jarri is no Machiavelli. He’s the polar opposite. But it would be just like him to keep the details of a location from me on the grounds that it’s a sacred place.

Sometimes people think that the gods are the focus of religions. That’s not entirely true. In many places, they are the most devout adherents of it, as much as they may be able to coexist in perfect harmony with those holding other beliefs. Many gods disdain worship, Jarri included, even (or especially, in the case of many more chaotic, freewilled gods) when it is of them. Jarri doesn’t see himself as something to be worshipped up high. He sees himself as a creature of the Dreaming, perhaps more wise than most mortals, but only because he’s been around longer- but still falliable. He makes mistakes.

Like his tendency to misuse British swearwords.

September 14, 1936: I trust Jarri. He’s been a friend for a very long time. Hundred years, in fact. I can still remember when we met.

But this… this is strange. As I said before, Jarri’s always had a wilding effect on me; it comes from him being a feral god. But never before has the effect been physical. I can barely move, it seems, without a slight ache in my bones, and I know that my body morphology is changing dramatically.

It’s not Jarri, I’m quite sure of it. It’s the canyon. I’ve spent all day analyzing it, to Walmajarri’s evident annoyance, and there’s something this place is doing that is changing me. Whether it’s magic or science, I don’t know. Probably magic, but who is to say that magic and science are not the same thing here?

September 15, 1936: Jarri’s looking reinvigorated. His body morphology is changing slightly too. I suspect it’s the effect of the canyon.

I’m beginning to grow impatient. I might not want Walmajarri to die, but I would very much like to know what it is he wants me to do. Even if it was actually nothing of import, I’d stay with him until the last. But I should know.

September 16, 1936: I stopped worshipping the gods of my people a long time ago. I saw them for what they were: entities like Walmajarri, like Bast, like Lugh, like Thor. I have tried to stop swearing by them, though it is often instinct.

I swore by the gods of my people today, when Jarri finally revealed why he had brought me here. I should have guessed something along the lines of what he told me.

Gods are archetype manifestations; I know it, the gods know it, anyone who associates with them knows it. Therefore a god has an incredible amount of energy- potential energy- bound up inside of him or her. Energy cannot be created or destroyed. When a god dies, that energy doesn’t just vanish, it’s got to go somewhere. Sometimes it dissipates. Sometimes it creates an explosion so vast that it dwarfs anything that has ever been seen. Sometimes the god creates a new sacred place with their last breath, or works a miracle.

Walmajarri intends to work a miracle. He has had enough, he says, of the Europeans driving species extinct. He has had enough of his friends dying because of the actions of fools. He has had enough of entire ecosystems collapsing around his ears, and entire ethnic groups being driven to ruin.

And so he intends to stop it. With his dying breath, he will create a sacred place where the essence of species can be stored. The canyon will trap the essence of any creature that dies within its borders. The god associated with the creature would still die if all specimens died, but there would be a chance of coming back in the future.

We will make preparations tommorrow, he says. I must find the last thylacine and bring it here. Jarri knows where she is now. Jarri knows that she is hunted, too, and old and weak and sick.

September 17, 1936: I found her. She was fearful, but as Jarri said, she was weak. But she delayed me long enough for the hunters to catch up with us.

“Stand aside. Damn thing killed my best laying hen,” the lead hunter said, brandishing a long-barreled firearm in my face. I crouched down next to the thylacine, which I had soothed with a small pipe Jarri had given me.

“Can’t do that,” I said as I shook my head, and vanished into the Way with the last thylacine before the bullet left the barrel of his rifle.

September 18, 1936: It is done. Jarri turned to floating motes of light before me. I stayed with the thylacine until she died. Strands of light traveled from her body into the soil as she did so. Because what thylacines are is still intact, Walmajarri might return, someday. Until then, though, for all intents and purposes, he is dead.

My body is returning to normal, but my mind will never be the same.

You said they would never remember you, Walmajarri. I say differently. I say they will never forget you, I say that they will never forget the thylacine, because I will not let them. I will travel from place to place, planting evidence for your continued existence. I will place you in art whenever possible. And ultimately, I will bring you back, though I do not know how.

You will see a new dawn, Walmajarri.



September 18, 2006- Sydney: “The genetic programming is completed. We’ve reached stage three of integration. The pups should be ready within a few weeks.” Dr. Jacobsen stood next to me. How I loath him! The man has no ethics; he’d gladly kill a thousand sapients to make a few dollars. But I need him. All of the others I had approached had rejected me. Understandable. They believed in what they were doing; they were into science, not hare-brained plans to resurrect a species. Jacobsen was in science for the money, and unlike most of his colleages, he was a member of Marshall, Carter, and Dark, so he believed what I said. And so for the proper fee he was willing to convert an old warehouse into a lab.

“Soon,” I whispered, stroking the glass holding the preserved specimen. I could hear the slighest whisper in the back of my mind, a whisper from a voice I hadn’t heard in seventy years. Across the waters, I saw the sun rise.

Later that day, I sent a coded message to California, asking an old friend for a favor.

November 1, 2006: Today ten people wielding assault rifles modified to shoot tranq darts entered by a hidden doorway, darted Jacobsen, and took the thylacine pups to a sanctuary for careful nurturing. Odd how some organizations turn up in supposedly secure locations. Shame Marshal, Carter, and Dark don’t understand such things.

They should stop chasing me by next month. Jacobsen can hold a grudge, but he has better things to do than go after me. For that matter, eventually it’ll be more cost effective to let me go.

Jarri and I’ll meet at the usual place in 2010. With the advances in transportation technology, we can meet far more often, but he needs a bit of time.

In the meantime? I haven’t been to the Southwest since that skinwalker episode. Time to pay a visit. Figure after that I’ll go through Mexico and Central America. Maybe visit some Mayan ruins; I always liked Mayan ruins.



Librarian’s Notes- Project Uluru is doing as expected. As of September 2011 the thylacine colony at Legacy has reached thirty-six individuals. Advance scouting for possible reintroduction sites completed. Reintroduction will begin once a suitable cover story is announced that doesn’t involve anomalies and the colony reaches one hundred individuals.



  
    Voyage to the Deep



Librarian’s Note: Originally, attached documents were attached to the copy of Peri’s journal with a paper clip, and drawings were attached with Scotch tape. When the files were converted to digital format, they were changed to the current format.

Official Log for 0 Meters:

Launch proceeded on schedule. We were also provided with the background information on where we’re going.

The first dive in this area was performed by William Beebe in 1930. While the details behind the dive are public knowledge, we know things that the rest of the public does not; mainly the Ways. Current opinion is that Beebe accidently found one, which would go a long way to explaining why he found fifteen foot fish at depths that usually can only support individuals a tenth of that size.

Since then, no one has attempted diving in the same place again, though the non-aware scientific community spent a good deal of time trying to explain Beebe’s findings. Some of their explanations might be right; they usually are; but I know enough about Beebe to know that he’s reliable enough that the area is worth checking out.

My job is to record information and monitor the spatial sensory array.

The ship wasn’t as bad as I thought. For one thing, it’s roomier--an advantage, I suppose, of having both magic and high technology on your side. And the Beetle is a beautiful ship--all glossy brass on the outside with the front magically and technologically renforced glass for the cockpit. Power is provided by some sort of star thing that the mage has behind twenty different levels of protection strong enough to keep it more or less intact even if a nuke was dropped on it. That power is going to life support, a carbon dioxide to oxygen converter, spotlights, laser weapons, and a dimensional rift that we might be able to use to escape in an emergency. That, or it’ll scatter us across the entire local cluster.

Unfortunately, the dive is going to be a slow affair. A very, very, very slow affair. The Beetle was built hastily, and if we descend too quickly we don’t give the metal enough time to adjust to different pressures. So we will travel 600 meters a day for twelve hours each day.

Official Log for 100 Meters:

Sea life normal. Beetle was investigated briefly by a dolphin, which then swam off to join the rest of his pod. Attempts at communication proved fruitless as dolphins were more interested in hurling invective than discussing sonar images. At about 40 meters an oarfish swam by. At 80 meters a spotted eagle ray swam by.

Species observed include unidentified Tursiops species, Aetobatus narinari, Prionace glauca, Regalecus glesne, and Mola mola. Ambient conditions typical for area and depth, though there was an unusual hot spot at 15 meters that turned out to be due to an aquatic species of fire elemental. Sonar indicates that the topography of the ocean floor is changing rapidly, lending a great deal of credence to the ‘Beebe found a Way’ school of thought. In under five minutes the topography changed from an undersea mountain higher than Everest to a perfectly flat surface covered in formations similar to craters.

Official Log for 200 Meters:

Light is rapidly fading. Temperature began to drop dramatically at about 180 meters, falling seven degrees Celsius in twenty-seven seconds and then stablizing. Heating units had to be activated to keep me from freezing. Tristan is having to spend significantly longer in his tank. Spotlights activated.

Sea life normal types, though at about 194 meters we ran into a bunch of what appeared to be firefly squid. Due to the extreme distribution anomaly, we used the vacuum tube to capture a few for analysis. Besides, they’ll make a nice addition to the Library’s aquarium. Species identified are Nautilus pompilius, Chlamydoselachus anguineus, Somniosus microcephalus, Idiacanthus antrostomus, Argyropelecus aculeatus, and Cleidopus gloriamaris. Nautilus pompilius, Chlamydoselachus anguineus, Somniosus microcephalus, Idiacanthus antrostomus, and Cleidopus gloriamaris are distributational anomalies; they should not be present in Bermuda, and indeed some of them are only found half a world away. Dr. Barlowe says that Chlamydoselachus anguineus is technically a distribution anomaly but that it’s range isn’t very well known, so there’s probably nothing supernatural about it.

Spatial anomaly sensors indicate that we started along the Way at 140 meters. My projections based on the spatial warping and wormhole spin suggest that we’ll have to travel for another few hundred meters before we exit. In the mean time, the other sensors have recorded some very interesting phenomena- sudden, brilliant flashes of light in the darkness of all colors, magnetic vortexes of significant strength, a low rumbling sound that the computers tentatively identified as jagged rocks scraping across each other, and decidedly creepy ethereal singing. Since all that is hardly anything new when navigating the Ways while underwater, I’m not too worried.

Everybody else, however, is distinctly unnerved.

Amateurs.

Official Log for 300 Meters:

Bioluminescent clouds of algae started surrounding the Beetle at 275 meters and continued to do so for five minutes. I don’t know what species they are, but I do know that on natural Earth there are no algae that emit purple, leaf green, red, or orange light. The vacuum tube has been used to gather samples of each color. The light being emitted is bright enough that if we could find some way to grow the algae on a large scale we wouldn’t need any more lightbulbs, though I personally am in favor of using lightbulbs to house the algae. Interestingly, the algae doesn’t seem to flash in response to stimulus, but is constantly glowing. Barlowe is running analysis.

Official Log for 400 Meters:

We’re beginning to exit the Way. The sounds have almost stopped, with the only remaining sound coming from the outside being a constant clicking sound. It’s so loud that only a very large creature or structure could be making it. And whatever it is, I don’t want to meet it. Even if it’s friendly, something that large could damage us accidentally.

The sound is beginning to drive us all crazy. It’s like a metrenome, never stopping, never wavering, never changing. In aucostic properties, it is similar to the sound of a pistol shrimp snapping. It may be used for the same purpose, or it may be used for communication.

Nothing is alive here. The water is uniformly dark, with barely a shred of organic matter providing anything for the lights to reflect off of- even marine snow is nearly absent. I have never seen such a bleak place before, even when I walked in the vastness of intergalactic space. Whatever place we’re going to, I don’t see it being hospitable.

Official Log for 500 Meters:

Dr. Barlowe (woman with the nictating membranes) saw them first.

Beebe was right. The abyssal rainbow gar, Bathyspphaera intacta, the five-elined constelation fish, the pallid sailfin, the three-starred anglerfish- they all exist. Every last one of them.

Actually, we only found the five-lined constellation fish so far, but the others were found significantly lower. And if Beebe was right about the constellation fish, we can be more confident he was right about the others.

The fish itself is exactly as Beebe described it: rounded, five lines of purple and yellow photophores on the sides (alternating, and I counted six photophores to a line), large eyes, and small pectoral fins. And the glass was not misted, which disproves Hubb’s explanation. They were most definitely not jellyfish.

A school of ten approached us at 490 meters, rapidly flashing their photophores in what, from the alterations on the patterns of flashing whenever the school reacted to new stimuli, was a form of communication. Presumably it also performs other functions, such as frightening predators.

Due to the possibility of sentience, we could not take a specimen.

Official Log for 600 Meters:

I should have realized it before. We all should have realized it before. The reason Beebe saw such large creatures- the typical stratification for ocean biomass is reversed here. Our sensors are detecting massive upwellings carrying thousands of tons of organic particulates and metal ion-laden water. Titanium, tungsten, copper, cobalt, iron, tin, nickel—the water here is so hard that I doubt even the toughest organisms on Earth that aren’t extremophiles could survive in it. This makes it highly interesting that we are detecting whale song corresponding to humpback whales, despite the pitch being significantly higher than it should be.

The sensors also are noting an increase in brightness as we descend. The ecologist speculates that there is some source of light at the bottom, possibly with enough energy and the correct wavelengths to allow photosynthesis. There could very well be a coral reef down there, or a kelp forest. Furthermore, as we descend we can expect to see larger and larger creatures, and greater and greater concentrations—which is probably why for the last hundred meters we’ve been seeing increasing numbers of five-lined constellation fish. Just a few meters ago we saw a school numbering, by my estimate, twenty to twenty-five. The spotlights revealed them hunting something rather shrimp-like, but it had radial symmetry. Each column of legs, of which there were eight, beat up and down like cilia along a teardrop shaped body covered in armor plates. Light flashed near it, leading Barlowe to conclude that it might be related to a species of copepod with bioluminescent ‘depth charges’. I estimate it to be a few centimeters long. If we see another one, we’ll collect a specimen.

The lights produced by algae have returned. The algae inside the tanks seemed to be dimming, so we had to pump in fresh seawater. That brightened them up, leading to the logical conclusion that the algae doesn’t actually photosynthesize but instead takes nutrients from the water. Not actually unknown for plants, Indian pipe is hardly photosynthetic, and quite a few plants are known to act as parasites of other plants. This could lead to problems with farming the algae, but we should be able to isolate what it needs and produce the requisite environment. Maybe we could send some of the stuff over to Legacy for them to fiddle around with in exchange for a propogation set-up; seems like something they’d enjoy. You know, it might not even be algae; it could just as easily be some sort of protist. I’ll have to have it tested.

We’re all getting tired, so we’re having the ship remain at a constant depth and resting so that we don’t end up hallucinating sea monsters. Each of us will alternate at watch.



Official Log for 700 Meters:

Was woken up by reports from the octopus that a giant fish had drifted into view. As there is no other apparent food source for what is clearly a large carnivore, it most likely eats B. pentagrammus.

The fish is approximately three hundred meters long, and nearly as deep, counting the fins. It has a very long neck, huge teeth, and large bioluminescent areas. The pilot is keeping his fingers on the weapons system in case it decides we look like lunch. After considering and rejecting several names, we settled on Icthygigantia abyssus.

The presence of a creature of such size here would suggest a food source of equal abundance, but we haven’t found one, even with sonar (which seemed to irritate the creature greatly). It may be that, similar to how some sea creatures go deep to die, this goes upwards. Or perhaps it goes down deep to feed, avoiding predators in the deeper areas.

That hypothesis has some terrifying implications. If I. abyssus is prey of something else… The very possibility that this is not the top of the food chain is making us all mildly nervous, to say the least.

Official Log for 800 Meters:

A veritable swarm of B. intacta have surrounded the Beetle. They’re very curious about it, constantly darting towards us to get a better look and then quickly swimming away. For this area they’re amazingly fast and agile, making us all suspect that they’re also present in deeper waters.

The light is starting to suffuse into the darkness of the waters. The Earth equivalent would be the twilight zone. And the number of species are increasing. We’ve seen the abyssal rainbow gar, the three-starred anglerfish, and constellation fish over the past fifty meters.

There are whales here. Whales with gills, and about as long as the Beetle but whales nonetheless. They are minature humpbacks. Whether they are intelligent… I can’t say, yet. But I can be certain that this place is linked closely with our world. I have seen worlds where fire fed on intellect and water was more like mercury than anything else. I have seen worlds of endless space filled with floating plants with giant maws. This place… I am not surprised that Beebe did not understand what he had found. It is comparatively unremarkable. Even Falyx, my home and the home of Those Who Walk, was far stranger, in a subtle way.

Official Log for 900 Meters:

Sonar detects an undersea mountain range. We’re adjusting course to get a closer look. Everybody wants to know what the bottom looks like, and the mountain is the best way to get some sense of it, at least right now. It’ll be darker there, but the geology should be fairly uniform.

What appear to be jellyfish keep pulsing across our field of view, but they’re so fast. A single contraction of the bell sends them at least two meters. And they’ve got two long tentacle arms, much like squid, except that at the end they’re frayed into many tendrils. The creatures have been prodding the Beetle with them, and all of us are mildly concerned about that. We don’t know what these jellyfish things want, or what they’re capable of.

We don’t even know if they want anything. Sometimes things just… hate. It’s not a phenomenon many of my colleagues understand, because while many organizations in our world are too suspicious and fearful, the Hand is, if anything, too naive.

Better than the alternative, though.

Official Log for 1000 Meters:

There is something watching the Beetle, and I don’t like it one bit. First it was the usual prickling sensation along my spine, the typical reaction of my species to being stared at, and a quick glance around revealed that it was no one in the Beetle. The next sign was far more obvious: a giant pair of eyes staring at the pilot. None of us could see what they were attached to (or, for that matter, if they were attached to anything)

Official Log for 1100 Meters:

There’s a noticeable increase in the amount of whale sound near us. It’s also rising in pitch. Among Earth humpbacks, that’s a sign of trouble, and I find it likely that it’s the same here, because when one end of a Way is close to another, metaphysically, the psychologies of people bleed through, as well as the general order of the place. That’s why my species thinks much like humans; we’re metaphysically right next to Earth.

Futhermore, there is a much deeper sound. I can barely hear it; it’s more like I can feel it, sort of how one doesn’t quite ‘hear’ a blue whale’s song.

Official Log for 1200 Meters:

We had to activate the dimensional rift.

The Beetle hadn’t descended to the very bottom. Far from it. We had at least another six hundred meters to go. Nonetheless, at 1150 meters, we decided to set the Beetle down on an undersea mountain, if only for a time. Barlowe had spotted what appeared to be some sort of crab made out of rock, and since in my travels I’ve seen many crabs made out of rock, I petitioned the pilot to take us in for a closer look so that we could study the species. The crab Barlow had noticed was, on the way to the mountain, eaten by an I. abyssus which must be responsible for the clicks we heard, judging by the fact that it stunned the crab by releasing a ‘sonic blast’.

We were investigating the remnants of the crab when the octopus noticed a giant whale coming towards us. And I am not referring to a giant whale in the sense of a blue whale, or a sperm whale. I am referring to a whale that was at the very least five hundred meters long. It had razor-sharp teeth that appear to work somewhat like a shark’s, horrible wrinkled pale skin, and a forked tongue.

It wasn’t trying to eat us, it was trying to eat several pygmy humpback whales. Unfortunately, those whales were traveling towards us, and it was about to swallow us when the pilot finally managed to set the coordinates for the dimension rift and teleport us out.

It worked successfully, if by ‘successfully’ one means ‘we are currently balanced on the tip of one of the Swiss Alps and are waiting for the Hand to come pick us up’.



  
    Of Cabbages and Kings




The following passage was recovered from a ruin discovered in rural Bulgaria. Native residents had no explanation for the purpose of the ruin or why this passage would be located within it. The remains of a small castle were found within these ruins, with several cabbage plants growing on the grounds.



The coronation process for the new King of Elrich is a time honored ritual, passed down through generations of Royalty and Gardeners. Many who have tried to access the royal gardens for details on the preparation ritual have been imprisoned in the royal dungeons, and for good reason. Secrecy is key to a Gardeners success in growing the royal cabbage, and keeping royal tradition safe.

Firstly, the seeds for the royal cabbage must be chosen. This is a very delicate process, as a Gardener must judge the strength, tenacity, humor, and handsomeness of each seedly specimen. Once a seed has been selected, it is placed in some of the most ornate urns in the kingdom, with dirt taken from the tomb of the 1000 martyrs. Once the seeds have been planted, it will take several months for initial specimens to grow.

Developed seeds will be continuously observed for their royal quality, with features such as posture, regulative color, abstinence, and leaf to petal curliness ratio being key to its success. Once the choice specimens have been selected by the Gardener, they will be moved into pure brass containers, with soil taken from the gardens of the Holy Srethgar Temple, and light filtered through glass blessed by 11 Monorothic Temple-Keepers. Only Cabbage buds taken from plants grown in this manner can be selected for use in Holy Coronations.

The initial batch of Cabbages must be intensely evaluated for the growth and development of their previously studied royal characteristics. Cabbages showing even a hint of hesitation are to be deemed unworthy and sentenced to the dungeon. Cabbages who do not exceed expectations are to be diced and fed to the royal hounds. The exceptional specimens who do pass muster may be used in the final coronation process.

The royal coronation preparations will begin weeks in advance, with the selection of the primary specimen and the backup specimen. Primary specimens for a King must be taken from the group grown directly from the Gardener's personal collection, lesser lords and Dukes may select from the regular holy collection. During coronation rehearsals, it is recommended that only the Gardener and the Regent contact the Cabbage directly, lest it be contaminated by the hands of the unworthy.

On the day of the coronation, the Cabbage must be delivered to the royal chambers at approximately 3 hours before the sun begins its trek to the west. The coronation officials shall place the Cabbage on a pillow made of the finest velvet in the kingdom, and sent to the coronation chambers to await its eventual journey. No unworthy hands may touch it during this period, and any manservant found making such an attempt shall be executed as part of the ceremony.

The coronation ceremony begins with a ritual dicing of Cabbages that proved themselves to be unworthy of royal stature. This dicing will slowly carve the cabbages, transfixing them into several smaller Cabbages, which are then thrown to the peasantry awaiting announcement of their King. The royal Cabbage may observe this process from its velvet cushion, if it is so inclined as to view such a thing.

The ceremony shall begin by the release of ceremonial doves. followed by the royal band playing "A Serenade For An Emperor", by Riogius Bertiner. Following this, all royal men of militia age must take their seats on the royal court floor. Men found outside of their assigned seats are subject to be publicly whipped, with the severity at the Regent's whim. The royal Cabbage will be seated on a pedestal, by the Holy Throne.

All must rise when the Regent reaches the palace gates. He is accompanied by his royal Gardeners, who will explain all the intricacies of the royal Cabbage they have selected. When the Regent arrives at the royal court, all must bow, then be seated. The Regent will be presented with the royal scepter, and make his speech to the assembled nobility, as is tradition.

Once this has been completed, the Regent shall be permitted to walk the steps to the throne. The royal band shall play the song of the state, and minor royals are permitted to toss ground Cabbage as confetti as the Regent passes. Once the Regent has occupied the throne, the Cabbage may be brought forth before him to await his gaze.

At the moment that His Regency's gaze has been drawn to the regal Cabbage, the power and will of the Regent must be tested against the power and will of the Cabbage. This will occur by means of a mental battle, pitting the intelligence and wit of man against the cunning and slyness of vegetable. Men who have gone through this process describe it as grueling, with mindgames of the highest degree taken forth by both parties. Whomever comes triumphant in this battle of the wills may be crowned as the High King of His Royal Realm of Elrich.



  
    The Graveyard of Ideas: Speculation On The Origins and Nature Of The Library





By Hakim Jadun
The study of physics is one of the most intellectually profitable fields, giving mankind insight into unseen realms, both practical and metaphysical. An understanding of physics can enrich and fertilize the mind with a greater understanding of the world as it is. It is unfortunate, then, that many of those with a, shall we say, mystical inclination choose to ignore the study of natural philosophy entirely. While one need only look around to realize that there exist certain phenomenon which are inexplicable to modern science, key principles from the natural world can be used as analogues to further our understanding of the seemingly supernatural.

Take, for example, the law of the conservation of mass. Stated simply, it is impossible to destroy matter1. Matter may be rearranged, it may be moved, but at the end of the day, it will still be the same amount. For example, if I burn a one-of-a-kind book, the pages catch fire and are quickly reduced to ash. The physical properties of the book are irrevocably changed, but the matter is still there, albeit in a different and useless form. However, what happens to the essence, the knowledge, contained within the book? Does it simply vanish into the aether?

Several noted philosophers (al-Aswad, 48, 943 and Tokaryev, 553, 1946) have suggested that ideas are capable of exerting physical force. This has been used to explain everything from poltergeists (O'Sullivan, 78, 1893) to feelings of physical ecstasy at religious meetings (Matković, 92, 1987). If it is true that ideas are capable of acting upon matter, then does it not follow that ideas must follow the same basic principles as matter, including their inherent indestructibility? However, when a book is destroyed, its essence does not immediately remanifest itself on Earth. Were this the case, there would be no need to speculate as to the contents of Margites or Love's Labour's Won. If not Earth, where does the idea behind the book go? To the Library.

The Library is a repository of every book ever destroyed, both in our world and elsewhere. Let me be clear: I do not suggest that every copy of every book destroyed is made anew in the Library. Were this the case, the Library would have to be many thousand times larger just to accommodate all of the books that schoolchildren have destroyed. Instead, the Library is a repository of the information held within the book2. Thus, we have every single Mayan codex, the earliest writings of the Gospels as well as the subsequent pseudepigrapha, the stories of hunters and travelers long forgotten by the rest of the world, their works relegated to the fire or the slow death by silverfish3.

While this is only a theory and the truth may never be known, I do have one piece of evidence that I feel compelling enough to include: the Library has been growing. One of the earliest descriptions of the Library (presumably written here rather than destroyed in another world) gives the time from one end of the Library to the other as being "no more than two hours' walk" (Syraneres, 13, c. 5th century CE). A journey from one end to the next takes now at least a half day. With the advent of the printing press and the personal computer, one marvels that it is not many times that!

As a closing thought, the possibility that the stories and thoughts contained within books and writings make their way to the Library when they "die" offers a compelling explanation to the existence of portals. When the essence of a book makes its way to the Library, it bores from our reality to that of the Library, leaving behind a small "hole" to this realm. When a sufficient number of books are destroyed in a spot, the "tunnel" becomes sufficiently enlarged that a human being can traverse it. While I have no concrete proof, the rather dramatic circumstances of my arrival at the Library, filled as it was with the destruction of many unique books, suggests that there is some substance to my argument.
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Footnotes

1. I am aware of the corollary, that no new matter may be created. While it is a fascinating idea with regards to my hypothesis, such speculation is another topic for another paper.

2. This theory helps to explain, among other things, why there are over two-hundred copies ofDon Quixotealone, as each distinct copy features a different introduction by a different author as well as different editing choices. These seemingly minute changes have the effect of shifting the idea and the context of the book in such a way as to render it distinct from other editions.

3. Through this, we can explain the voluminous collections of love letters, likely consigned to the flame or the rubbish bin as a result of an affair gone sour.





  
    The Island of Land and Ocean



It was never very quiet in the mornings during breakfast, even during the weekends. Alice personally thought things were actually even louder with her entire family home. She watched her parents argue over some library due fees they had either agreed to or did not agree to share, while her two uncles were listening to the baseball game on the radio and screaming in excitement.

“Well fine, if you’re going to be that way I’ll just pay for all of it myself! Miserly bastard,” her mother declared, slapping her hand on the table and almost knocking over her bowl. “Alice, when you’re done eating can you make a trip to the library?”

Alice looked up from her bowl. “Alright Mom,” she said before finishing the rice at the bottom of her bowl and getting up. Walking over to the sink in the kitchen, she looked outside of the window. A patchwork of various buildings, both big and small, wide and narrow, reaching out to the harbor where boats quietly rocked against the tide and bright blue sky. She placed her bowl into the sink and left to her bedroom.

She tiptoed through the discarded clothing and schoolbooks to her dresser. She pulled out a pair of jeans and put them on while watching the floor to make sure she did not step on stray pencils or pens. Or her homework.

“Alice, here’s the mo-oh my…” Her mother stared at the dirty floor with disapproval while holding the coin purse. “You really should clean this up, Alice.”

“I will mom, I will. Tomorrow. Sunday is my cleaning day, not Saturday,” she huffed, taking the money from her mother and trying to shoo her away from the doorway. “It’s my room mom, I can clean it on my own schedule!”

“Okay, fine,” her mother sighed while walking down the hall. Alice walked the other way towards the door, pausing to slip on some sandals beside the door. Opening the door sent a blast of cold air over her so she doubled back to grab a coat, then went on her way.

The stairs down the apartment were still slippery from an earlier rainstorm, and Alice found herself clutching the railing to avoid any possible fall. She remembered the video at school they showed when she was younger, of cartoon children slipping down stairs and dying because they had rushed. She shivered a little. What kind of sick person decided to make that cartoon anyway?

Alice reached the ground and checked the coin purse before slipping it into her coat pocket. The cluster of apartment buildings reached far up into the sky, any color in them long since stripped away and rust crawling down from some parts of them. She briefly considered how nice they would look in bright pastel colors when a hand on her shoulder startled her. Alice turned around to look at an older man, dressed as though preparing for a thunderstorm, with his little dog. “You don’t have an umbrella,” he said.

“No, why?”

“Oh well the forecast said there was a storm coming up, so I thought it’d be best to bring an umbrella. You should probably hurry up so you don’t get caught in it!” He said with a smile. “Of course, I’m old so maybe I just need more protection,” he chuckled.

“I’m sure I’ll be fine.” Alice gave the man a friendly grin and petted his dog. Then she continued down the street towards an intersection. A tram budged its way down the empty street before stopping near where she stood. A woman stepped out and Alice stepped in, moving past other people to plop down in a seat at the very back.

The tram sat in that spot for several minutes before beginning to budge along again after making sure no other passengers were coming on. Alice looked out the window as the apartment buildings gave away to short squat stores. Herbert’s Dried Foods, the closed general goods store, a bookstore, Tsukiko’s Fashion, a café, the shop which sold school uniforms, a pet store, all passed by in hazy colorful blurs as Alice began to daydream.

An hour had passed when she reached her destination, stepping off from the tram and walking over to the library across the street. Few cars were out, even in the center of the town which was crammed with important buildings. Alice began to wonder if she really should have gone to get an umbrella or maybe even stay inside.

Pushing open the heavy wooden doors of the library, Alice walked past the tall statue of the Ocean. She walked into a large desk where several old women stood, some were looking through stacks of paper while others just stared out into space and looked bored. One of the bored ladies turned to look at Alice and smiled. “Yes dear?” she asked.

“Oh, I’m here to pay a debt,” Alice said, walking over to the woman and pulling out the coin purse.

“For whom?” The old woman opened a tin box full of coins and bills, then reached to a small ledger.

“Uhm, Shigeno?” Alice said. The old woman looked through the ledger, pausing and looking up at her. “Yes?”

“We have two names with Shigeno. Kenji and Mizuho.”

“I’m paying for both of them,” Alice replied.

“Oh I see!” The woman nodded, before taking the coin purse and emptying it out. She counted out the change before nodded and placing it into the tin box, then crossing off two names from her ledger. “Thank you for your time.”

“Bye.” Alice departed the library quickly into a much darker city than one she had left. The sky was swallowed up by burgeoning black clouds and the wind was beginning to pick up. Alice began running towards the apartments. Occasionally she passed someone carrying groceries or other things who were also jogging to escape the oncoming store. Alice almost flew towards a tram which stopped, quickly climbing aboard and sitting down next to someone.

“It looks like it’s going to be a heavy one,” the person said. “Oh hi Alice.”

She looked at them, raising her eyebrows slightly. It was a boy her age who gave her a wide grin. “Hi Takeda,” she replied.

“Come on, you can call me by name,” he said, poking her side.

“Your name is dumb,” she said, moving his hand away.

Takeda was silent for a bit as the tram moved. “Yeah,” he finally agreed. “Want to hang out at Lucy’s tomorrow?”

“I’m cleaning my room but if I finish early maybe.” She shrugged while staring out the window behind his head. Rain was already beginning to streak down the pane. Alice began to think of a way to catch a cold.

“Cool,” Takeda said before falling into silence.

When Alice left the tram the rain was falling heavily, feeling like dozens of wet slaps on the top of her head. She walked quickly towards the apartment buildings, careful to not slip on the sidewalk, nor the stairs.

She reached the door and opened it, slipping inside quickly and shutting the door as the wind began to howl. “Mom, dad, I’m back,” she said, walking to the living room where her parents were sitting near the radio.

“You’re soaking,” her dad said.

“I know, I’m getting a towel,” Alice said as she walked past them to the bathroom, grabbing a towel from inside and rustling it over her dripping hair. “Where did Uncle Tom and Kaoru go?”

“They went back to their own place,” her mother said. “Finally. I was afraid they’d break things again.”

“It was a close game,” her dad spoke, picking up a newspaper from the ground. “I’d yell too if I had bet money.”

“Well thankfully you’re too stingy to bet.”

“Stingy!? Well if someone hadn’t spent so much money on-“

“I’m going to take a nap,” Alice muttered to no one, rolling up the towel in her hands and escaping to her bedroom to avoid getting sucked into the brewing argument. She went to her bed and set the towel on her pillow. Promptly afterwards she flopped to the bed and closed her eyes.

-

-

-

-

When Alice woke up the sky was still black, but the rain had ceased. She got up from her bed and pulled at her hair to make sure it was not stuck in an awkward shape.

“Alice, come on,” her mom said, going past her door. “There’s a weird boat at the harbor.”

“Weird boat…?” Alice asked, but she got no answer as her mother left. Alice left her room and pulled on her sandals to follow after.

Alice followed her parents to the street where more and more people were gathering. Everyone began walking down the wet roads towards the harbor, the crowd steadily growing and burgeoning to the point it spilled out from the street and swallowed up the sidewalk.

She felt herself dissipating into the crowd, blending into the dominant will to go to the harbor. Alice felt excited. It was so rare that outside ships came in. Like a great school of fish they crossed the slippery roads to the darkened harbor, illuminated by a single boat's light.

Reaching the harbor, the stinging scent of dead animals and salt brought her to cover her nose but she continued looking ahead as several men approached. She recognized one of them as Harbormaster Jones, but the other three were a complete mystery. The crowd became silent as Jones lifted up his hands.

“People,” he began in his booming voice. “Go back to your homes and jobs, we just have some stranded visitors, that’s all.”

Alice took a step forward, a few others shuffling closer towards Jones to get a better look at the men. They looked exhausted, middle aged, and one of them was holding a weird small machine in his hand. Alice stared at him until Jones spoke once more.

“Please go, another storm could be arriving in a few hours and by Ocean and Land it’d be best if we stay out of the harbor for that!” Jones said. “Now come on you three, you can stay with me and my wife for tonight.”

Alice moved deeper into the crowd with others, creating a clear path for Jones and the visitors to go through. She watched as they went down the street and turned a corner. Sighing, she began walking back to the apartments as the crowd gradually dispersed.



  
    From the Crown Press



ELRA DAILY BULLETIN - PRESS FROM HIS ROYAL CHAMBERS

THIEVERY ABUNDANT IN NORTHERN PROVINCE, BANISHMENTS ENACTED.




	



	FORMER ENCAMPMENT OF TEBA UPRISERS, SMASHED BY HIS MAJESTY'S ARMIES.






A decree hath been issued by his majesty, King Arhad Kotas IV, following a revolt in the northern Teba swamp provinces. It hath been declared that any man found to be harboring fugitives of this event is to be hanged in the royal court, and any familiars held at the pleasure of the crown.

The events began when several men of farming stature were harassed on their way to the Elra markets by a group of irregular bandits. Militiamen sent to the scene were met with an armoured force of mystic marsupials, which was supported by a column of raccoon mystics. It is believed that this was an aggressive action by the Teba dwellers, who have long extolled displeasure with Elrichian rule.

When main forces of the crown's defenders were sent to this swamp to apprehend the responsible parties, they were suddenly overcome by a terrible and gratuitous assault from the same irregulars. These militiamen fought with utmost bravery, and the battle raged on for several hours. Militiamen were able to engage forces by the Boll hills, and defeat them there, but reinforcements of the enemies' numbers and assaults on the militia flanks caused issue, and in the end our men faced defeat. The remainder of the forces were forced to retreat; encamped at the Ebic river.

In the early morn, the encampment was once again assualted by the Teba forces. This aggressive action taken under by the mystic marsupials results in the king declaring his issue, and a decree of banishment from the realm. However, they fought on regardless of their status, and once again forced the militia to retreat, with their new position being the banks of the Algon lake. From this position, they were reinforced by local force, and sent a parcel to the crown elaborating the defeat.

With this decree, the crown declared assault on the Teba swamp, with an afternoon offensive action being issued to the general defenders. A convergence of all disposable force by the crown's name was able to retake lands lost in the previous days labors, and scatter the enemies' front lines. With one final assault, the rebellious encampments were uprooted, causing the total defeat of the wicked mystics and victory for the province's militia regulars.

For a crime of this magnitude, there is no other recourse besides death and banishment for those responsible. This act applies to those living and returning from all the kings realms. In addition, citizens of the crown are reminded that bans against opossums and other marsupials from last year's uprising to the east are still in effect .




  
    Stars



The stars have started to come out. I can see them through the cracks in the ceiling. Used to be that on nights like this, I'd be up in the eastern tower, watching them. I had one of those big brass telescopes that the academy uses, with the knobs on the right side and the crooked stand. Grandfather had imported it from Changzhou for my eleventh birthday. Only the heavens know how he was able to get a trader to a land that far off.

That telescope was something else. I was able to see the image of all the stars on the horizon. There were big stars, little stars, flashy stars, and the distant objects that grandfather told me were the moons and planets. Many nights would end with me fast asleep in front of it, a celestial book in my lap and a pudgy young face resting against the viewing piece. Grandfather said that these weren't really the stars, just the images. The memories of how they looked long past. It was an honor, he said, to be able to gaze upon such a storied history.

I remember one night, Grandfather took me out to the courtyard to watch the stars fall. It was beautiful. They danced and twirled through the sky, a seemingly endless supply of brilliance and color. They flashed and pulsed with light, as if they had been waiting for me to put on a show. Although I begged him for months and months, we never went out there again. Even if it was only one trip, the image of the stars frolicking swiftly throughout the cosmos has stayed ingrained in my mind.

When I became head of the castle, there was no more nonsense like that. I was a grown up, and there was to be no funny business on my watch. I made sure my own son was given the greatest education in the land, and given tutelage in the widest berth of material. But for the study of the cosmos, we learned with each other. He and I would crowd around that dusty old telescope, keeping close watch on the heavens and their constellations. I miss him now, more than ever.

When he was lost to the family, the entire nation seemed to grieve. All my defenders were sent to search, and when he was found broken and still at the border, there were no words that could describe my grief. I was despairing, and in this state I demanded retribution. The defenders took up my banner, and we attacked those we believed to have wronged us. We ravaged them with our hate, destroying every man, woman, and child. We felt justice had been done.

But the heavens did not smile as we smote our enemy. When they saw us driving them from their lands, and slaughtering them in greater number than had ever been seen, it was too much to bear. The heavens descended on us. First in small number, then greater. So many stars that I had once seen flittering about the vast frontiers came down to us, breaking everything we held. The flashing of light could be seen for many miles when they fell, and we found ourselves suffering a worse fate than our tormentors.

I do not know why I have been spared. Perhaps to serve as a living legacy to the folly of my kingdom, or perhaps to bear witness to the end of a dynasty. When the time comes, I will go to the tower one last time, and look over the vast emptiness of the land I once ruled. The stars look beautiful tonight.



  
    Fifth Elrichian National Party Manifest



IV.

Among the pledges and promises of our Party (see section II., On the Various Reasons the King Should Perhaps Consider Legalising The Fourth And Sixth Elrichian National Parties), we wish to make simple, straightforward and reasonable oaths to the lords, aristocrats, monarchs and mages that will be voting for us. As such, we present our manifesto. Here, in short, simple terms, are the changes to the state of the country we promise to make upon being allowed a candidate.

New assurances will be added as they are proposed, remembered, found or instilled in the receptive.




	Facial hair caught in public without a host will be charged with public indecency. The owner of the culprit hair will lose all rights to cultivate beards, moustaches or similar growths, and the hair itself will be fined.




	Remembering strangers on Social War Memorial Days will become a punishable offense.




	The defacing of vegetables will be responded to by various actions depending on the type of vegetable. The graffiti of celeries and similar greens will be prohibited under penalty of death.




	Kings must serve at least three months before being assassinated.




	When a merchant sells his goods in the eastern markets of Trapier, he is to be taxed six halfcenth for every good sold.




	All Ministers of the Cark-Suvian Treasury must wear an appropriately coloured pointed hat to denote the significance of their position. Accepted colours are limited to bright purple, pink or stripes of blue and violet. Green clothing is restricted to Ministers of the Wardrobe and of Festivities.




	Schoolboy tax will be extended up to the age of twenty-one. Schoolgirl tax will not be extended.




	Alcoholic drinks are to be consumed only at the following occasions: birthdays, funerals, graduations, births (whether citizen or livestock), races, marksmanship competitions and suicides. Failed suicides may be marked by cider.




	The wives of husbands killed by the rabid pet of a cousin’s mistress will finally be allowed to seek compensation.




	Loafsomeness in the king's court will no longer be a capital offense, and will only be for 20 years in his personal dungeon.




	Wizards are to be granted the same striking rights as all other labourers.




	Socks and sock-related accessories are banned from National Democratic Council meetings.




	Adventurers will be made to present evidence when claiming self-defense as justification for the killing of a city guard.




	Eggs, milk, biscuits




	A full dinner cauldron.




	Failure to respond to census letters on the part of celestial bodies will be punishable by a minor fine.




	A greater proportion of tax funding will be provided to doctors and medical practitioners. Making sure that doctors have enough gagging cloth to prevent surgery being overly unpleasant is and should be a top priority.




	Steps will be taken to prevent the poor and - in some cases - absent education of open flames from continuing. These will include introducing young flames to informative and enlightening texts such as all those that oppose the intentions and policies of the Fifth Elrichian National Party.




	Any royal subject found to have avoided service in their local militia is to be sentenced to 1 year as a commanding officer's footstool. Exceptional service as a footstool is to be given normal militia accolades.




	Felines are not permitted to run for local or national level offices. Canines may serve in limited capacity at local offices, but only with an attending Barkomancer to guide them.





  
    Of a Place And a Time





There are ill events about this time, friend. It’s the air. The air and the sky and the trees, and every blooder other thing else that isn’t us. I don’t know what it is, but… maybe nature's conspiring against us, or being used, or maybe everything has just decided they don’t like us being here.
No, no, not “us” as in the people from here. I couldn’t give a bugger or a bother about where you’re from, or what skin, hair, teeth or race ye’ have. If you’re here now and you’re like us, you’re one of us. The bees and the worms eat with the monsters and the gods here. If you take one example, there used to be these things called Thosk — well, there still are. But we don’t call them that anymore.

What do we call them now? Nothing. We’d use their names, but they don’t have any. They say their identities all got jumbled up when they were born. It's a tribal thing, they say. That's what they were: a tribe of monsters. Back in the start of the year, they’d come down from the hills and pillage, murdering anyone who couldn’t run fast enough. They stopped attacking and we stopped running when we realised death didn’t stick. The Thosk came down and started acting a little more civilly. Some even said sorry, with time. They were just the same as we peasants were in the end. And sick the same way.

It wasn’t long before the stranger things started happening. Sometimes, the sun would rise in the north and set in the west, or the middle. The crops wouldn’t grow, the livestock stopped moving, and… we can’t even touch the animals now. Everything just passes through them. They’re like images in the air that won’t go away.

We noticed we weren’t the same any more. We didn't grow or live, we just sort of lingered on without any food or signs o' age. We can't sleep, can't eat - the food just came right back up for our being full, and it was the same with the water. You know, I tried going off into the horizon to see if there was a way out. It’s just empty field out there, and when I got far enough…

When I got far enough, reality shat itself. Everything fell apart: the ground tore open into these huge crevices, the grass turned to rock. I still have the scar where the sky dropped in on me head, and the burn where the sun set flame to me clothes and charred my back. So I ran. I turned away from the edge, and ran for what felt like days. The world didn’t move under me feet, and I could still feel the landscape lashing and tearing behind me. After a while, I fell down from sheer tiredness. When I looked back, everything was fine. It looked exactly as it had right up until the moment everything pissed itself and went wrong.

One of the girls, Alissa or or Bessa or something. She became pregnant. Lass couldn’t have been more than 15, and we still don’t know who the father was – or if there even was one. We didn’t know what to make of it as first, and we didn’t through the next eight months, until she gave birth to twins.

They were a funny pair. There was one that was clear-as-day a Thosk, even though that shouldn’t have been possible. All the other ones had told me they don’t have bits, and can’t parent children. He had the stomach-like arms and feathery eyes of a one I was chummy with. The other one looked like a woman named Anyra, down to the stunted fifth leg. But the funniest thing, by far, is that both of the people these little ones took after seemed to disappear on the same day. We never saw them again.

It didn’t take us long to realise that the children weren't the same. They cried and grew and needed food, like we used to. It gave us hope at first; “they’re normal”, we said, “what if this means we can go back to life, and everything can get better again? We can live and die and breath again! It’s starting to fix itself…”

That was before we realised we couldn’t feed them for long. There were no crops left, and only a tiny wee 'mount o' provisions. The last o' the water ran out, and so had the warmth and air. We couldn’t even make it quick as a mercy. Their lungs gave out before that, while they were crying and thirsty and hungry and we couldn't do anything. They were both three years old at the time.

They rotted like normal children. The ground wouldn’t give way to spades, and fire wouldn’t start. In the end, one of the nameless went out and just left them at the end of the country.

There are some of us that think o' the reasons for it. Some say it’s a hell, some say it’s a madness. There are some that think the world's grown old and senile, and forgotten about some while it just marched on.

Lately, there have been these people who have just… faded. They fall down and forget who they are. We can re-teach 'em, but it always strikes again. Sooner and sooner each time. We can't kill each other, so we can't put an end to it before they stop being able to learn. Which they always do. We already have three who've just been staring, not listening, the past… thirty years. I'd call them dead, but we don't know that they're not awake. They have the same lack of pulse, heat and breathing that the rest of us do.

You were the most recent - it struck you for the first time a little while ago. Now, now, calm down. You should have a good thirty years before it happens again, and twenty after that. Used to be, people would barely live that long. It's a good thing, all in all. You've been a given a lifetime, o' sorts. In fact, you've been given lots. And after it's all done, and you fade into nothing, you won't have to go rememberin' all of it.



  
    We're Hungry





We’re hungry. I wonder when we’ll get fed. We-
That cord. It’s that cord. The one that means we’ll be let out, all at once. Oh good, they’re putting it around body’s neck! That’s good, that’s good. Most of us like that. Almost all of us like that. Fear doesn’t, and domicility doesn’t either. But freedom likes it, and body likes it! And they’re the strongest, so we listen to them. Outside! Outside! We’re going outside!

Body really likes this. I can feel it in him. He likes stretching his legs, and bounding about. It's fun to run around.

…

We can feel it. Foresight’s screaming. He’s small, and pathetic, but he’s screaming so loudly. We wish he'd stop. He's screaming so loudly. He’s making body sad, and freedom is screaming back at him. He always does this. Most of us hate him. Oh good. Moment’s making him shut up. We hate foresight.

We’re back inside now. I wonder when this happened. Memory? Do you know? No. Memory’s small too. Like foresight. Useless. But we don’t hate memory, because he doesn’t scream.

Food. We like food. Body likes food especially, and we want to make body happy.

…

Hungry. We haven’t been fed. I can feel scent moving to the front. Looking out. We’re hungry.

So hungry.

Why haven’t we been fed?

Scent. Scent is screaming now. We respect scent, so we listen. He knows something. Something bad. A bad smell. Like… like…

It’s bright. The eyes see bright… it hurts. Body is hurting. And scent is still screaming. Memory knows what it is. “Ash,” he’s yelling. “Ash and fire and charring and pain and make it stop and stop it stop it.”

…

It’s stopped hurting. What’s going on? Foresight’s here. He knows what it is. He saw it. Saw that-

…

Body is gone. We



  
    And We Slipped Away



[Editor's note: This rare example of ambidextrous, automatic writing was recovered from a séance conducted by Mlle Renée-Sophie Dumont at a private residence in Beauvais on 14 Aug 1931. Mlle Dumont produced the document while entranced, and wrote simultaneously with a pen in each hand. The original text is in English, a language that the young lady does not speak.]

 




	I raised my weapon. I centered my aim. I pulled the trigger.
	
	




I didn't hear the shot



	
	
	and I didn't feel the pain, but I knew I'd been hit. I staggered forward one step, maybe two, and then fell



	face first onto the ground. It was a perfectly placed head wound, and I knew that he was dead.
	
	




I did not regret



	
	
	anything I'd done, but I wanted to hold her one last time.



	




	I was not sorry.
	
	If only I could tell her



	




	Everything would be different now.
	
	I wouldn't have changed anything.




My eyes fell upon



	the bloodly red remnants of his shattered skull.
	
	a patch of brilliant sunlight on the dewy green grass.




That sight would stay with me for the rest of my life,



	horrible
	
	so beautiful



	




	but I had no regrets.
	
	no regrets.




I heard footsteps approaching rapidly



	so I turned towards the shadows
	
	but my eyelids grew heavy



	




	and I slipped away
	
	and I slipped away




into the dark.





  
    On What Strange Soil They've Fed



Recovered from a series of tablets found in northern Iran.

[…] indicates that a partial word was untranslatable or that the words that would complete the meter of a line could not be found. Bracketed words are possible or uncertain translations. Tablets are numbered in their probable order, the fourth being the most complete.

1.

[…] walked, head bowed,

over the corpses of her slain—friends

and enemies are all hers now. Under

her feet the blood turned to grass

and the bodies to the trunks of trees.

Their armor became flower petals.

The new-made goddess of […]

[…] the blood of her

[…]

2.

[…]

and told her people that they were not

to grieve because she would be their salvation.

She did not see herself as they did,

[…] with filth and bile

and as she walked toward them [arm/hand(?)]

her fingertips shone red. ‘I am your

new plenty,’ said the Rose. ‘I am

the red dawn the promises rain and

rich soil that [birth/mother/growth(?)]

[…]

[…] with rotting flesh

[…]

3.

‘If you will not use my gifts in the spirit

they were given I will take them,’ she

said. ‘If these fields are not good enough

then you shall plough no fields at all.’

As she turned her back and walked

from them the flowers that had sprung

up in her footsteps where she [came/appeared/arrived(?)]

withered as if in a frost. […]

[…] cold [air/spirit]

[…]

4.

[…]

They begged for their lives again,

for their [untranslatable] and the

prosperity the kind god had given

them before. The Rose listened, unmoved,

from her seat in the branches of the

[world/all(?)] tree. She called down in her

booming voice like the great hollow

of a long-dead tree: ‘You had your

[…] when I was born

[three lines missing]

at the beginning of the world when

the sun was new. The god who ruled

my domain then was weak. [? did not]

understand that life is a [precious stone/rare(?)]

and must be earned.’

The people cried out;

they had not eaten for a week, sharing out

the last of their bread between the

old and sick. Even hunting parties

turned out […]

she had just as surely killed

the animals for lack of grass. […]

[…] their [tears/water(?)]

[…]

5.

[…]

After a month the Rose returned,

red fingers like sunrise held aloft.

‘Have you reconsidered?’ she asked

the elder. […]

with heavy heart he replied, ‘Yes.

Half the village is dead, and instead of

[…] eat their flesh

[…] beasts you chased away.

We are ready to do what you ask

if we never have to suffer like this

again.’

The Rose was delighted,

and in her laugh a warm [air/spirit] blew

[…] to the land as […]

[…]



  
    Abundance





Out past the woods, in the heath, Abundance had a sacred place. He went there before he grew supper, and we could never follow him. When he got back he would be all bloody from the blighters. Mothers would thank him while they pulled away the young ones what wanted to lick the wounds.
My father says it wasn't always like this. He told me the land used to give up its body for us to eat, up until it was blasted to hell when the sky tore up and the, what do you call, the old men what were like Abundance came down. He says that it changed everything, but he keeps remembering less of it. I remember less of it, too.

My father says that the land became greedy or tainted, one. Animals wouldn't live here, but sometimes blighters would get in. Blighters looked like birds and dogs and such, but Father said they got into some bad food, and it made them real sick and swollen and hungry. We couldn't eat them, because their meat was bad, too, so we built up walls, kept them from coming in and running their tongues like they do. Sometimes they ate us up. Sometimes they just watched us while we were asleep in bed. Sometimes they riled up on each other until one was ate up.

Someone called for the dead to give up their flesh, the way the land used to do. Back then, the village gave up their bodies to the land, in a trade, like. The man said that, since the land doesn't give back, we should keep the bodies for ourselves. And this opened our eyes. We knew it was natural as sleeping at night. And we ate.

But the better we ate, the fewer men died, and the fewer men died, the worse we ate. Kept us in a bind, as we waited over the sick beds, not saying a word. Some men didn't eat. They were sore afraid to. They starved and asked to leave, but we didn't let them, because we needed the bodies. Some men didn't eat out of kindness. They fed their kids instead, and then… well, they did the same thing again.

One day a boy name of Mehew ran out. Said he was hungry. Came back all cut up, but with an awful big message. Said he had become like the old men we used to know, the big ones. Said he could keep us fed like the land used to.

The next time a man passed, my father says, Mehew pressed his hands down on the body's chest, and bent down to give it a kiss, like. The body bloomed up with meat. Tastier than it ever was before, too—my father says it was like a pumpkin, but one that you could eat entire. Village was fuller than it ever was.

Mehew was called Abundance after that, and he started getting in the role of the old men real well. He said that giving him love would make the food grow stronger, and everyone loved on him. He said that praise would keep the food tasting sweet, and everyone praised on him. Said he wanted the best house anyone had seen, and everyone worked together to put it up. We were so happy to have a Lord again. And Abundance wasn't kidding. As he dwelled there, in the heat of his temple, we dwelled in increase. And every so often, he would go out, to be alone in his power.

Some time after, our Lord called everyone down to dinner, said that, since people were keeping their flesh longer, he had a new plan. Asked for a faithful, healthy man to step up. Many did. Took one and laid down his hands, and surely, they began to bloom. The congregated men were amazed as Abundance took the blooms away, and the chosen one said it was as painless as cutting hair. These live fruits were bony. A few looked like arms. But the warm blood made them the sweetest fruit of all.

Time came (and this, I can remember) that everyone could take their part. Men built our village bigger. Travelers would see it, and come by to sleep safely. Some stayed, drawn in by the abundant food. Most left before they had a chance to eat. Other men here grew strong, and made it their task to stave off the blighters, who were now baying at the wall anights. our Lord said the critters were drawn to his power. Men who couldn't work on other jobs became fields for our Lord's crops to take to. They grew awful fat and healthy, which was a blessing, for they grew to reflect our Lord, who became fulsome with flesh himself. But they could never partake of our Lord's body, for the blasphemy of it would sicken them so awful that none could eat of the eaters' flesh. And our flesh was savory—we ate to surfeiting, and my father said that we thought of food yet more than we did while hungry.

But then, in a few years' time, I acted awful wrong. Saw our Lord go out into the heath and the night, and I followed. Went unnoticed among the trees. Blighters were too keen on Abundance to notice me. And I saw new critters out in the heath what couldn't be called blighters because they couldn't be called animals. Walking, drooling mouths with claws. Stomachs what inched along like slugs. And they were gathered around, around…

It was a huge mound of flesh, long as day and half as tall. Gave off steam and blood like I'd never seen. I knew it was flesh, because the blighters were gorging on it, and because of the smell what made the air oily. When Abundance came before it, he hunkered down and threw off his coat. I could see him, then, as he joined the blighters. Realized the Lord was one of them, but man-shaped. I didn't make a sound the whole time he stayed there, watching from the woods. Or maybe I did and he couldn't hear. Then he took himself up, and clothed, and walked away. When he was gone, I started to feel an awful yen in my belly, and… there was meat in front of me. I approached, drunk on the scent drifting off it. Saw its freshness. Tore a red handful away. Partook.

The moment is a smudge drawn across my memory. I can't put the things my body did to words. But after, I knew everything Abundance must have known. This mound was the body of a god. A generation ago, he fell dead to the earth, though the cause was unclear to me. His name was lost, but he was a god of herders, and butchers, and the savor of the meat, and had power over these things. In death, all that strength turned sour, and oozed out from his body into the world. Our Lord felt it there. He saw the blighters, scavengers of godflesh. He saw the host, the life which arose from the godflesh. Joined them there. He ain't a god, but he's closer than anyone now.

And I had done the same.

In my shock, I flew on bloody feet back home. Those that saw me were rightful afraid. Demanded answers, and I provided. Were furious, and gave into fighting: Would they tell the Lord? Abundance could never know. What can they do with this one? What can they do at all?

Some drove me away. Some followed me. I took whoever would come, and we ate. In all these years before I found it, the flesh had not diminished, and it never did afterward, for however long we stayed beside it. And in those years, the love for Abundance grew weak, and in time, he succumbed to the fear that made him withhold his flesh before: he was just another of us. Everyone was, except those who became sore afraid, and slipped away like thieves.

Now, time blurs together. Memories blur together, as we build, and take in travelers. In my age, I remember less of the way life was before this. But one memory is stuck permanent as the mound in the heath.

I remember being hungry.



  
    Interview With Jonathan Burnsbury



I interview him in his house. It's a cramped space, and made even more so by the hundreds of books, film reels, newspapers, and magazines scattered around it. They adorn dressers and tables, every available space, piled hundreds high at places. The house he won in a game of Stehm.

He's eighty three. He lives alone since his wife passed away. His days are filled with reading, designing, and carefully arranging setpieces. Though most people haven't heard of him, those that have agree that he's one of the masters, and he bears the scars to prove it, including a missing arm.



I first became interested in the process when I was a boy. That's not surprising I guess. If you don't start young, you tend not to get anywhere in this business. It all started because one of my neighbors was a processor. My father hated it, tried to keep us from talking, but he wouldn't tell me why. All I knew was that for some reason, I had been forbidden from seeing this man, which meant I had to see him. So one day I faked sick, and when my father was at work, I climbed over the fence to see what all the fuss was about.

I can't describe exactly what I saw then, even now. Everyone's version of the process is different. He motions towards the various literature scattered around the house. He was hunched over a workbench trying fit together these two glowing white and pink spheres. They were just fauxtoms of course, but to a seven year old it seemed like magic. He didn't notice me, just kept on working. He would fit two spheres together into a larger sphere, set it aside, pick up two new spheres and start again. Eventually he ran out of the small spheres and began putting the larger spheres together. And there were close to a thousand spheres, so this took a while. I didn't move or make a noise the whole time. I just stood in the bushes and stared. I didn't know what else to do. Finally I got up the nerve to ask what he was doing. Gave him quite a shock. He whirled around and accidentally hit his head on the top of the workbench.

After I fetched him some ice he started to explain the process. I can honestly saying being there with him, having the process explained to me for the first time is one of the greatest memories of my life. I was with him for something like two hours, just listening, until my dad finally found me. He was furious of course. Grounded me for a month, but I didn't care. I knew I had found my calling. I knew I wasn't going to stop at anything before I mastered the process. Every processor I've met has said something similar. It's how you know if you're cut out for the work. Being a processor… it's not something you can half-ass, if you'll excuse my language. You need to devote yourself fully to the work. I must have spent somewhere between five and seven hours a day, six days a week working on the process. That's the kind of dedication you need. Come, I want to show you something.



At this point, we move to the shed in his backyard. Unlike the house, the shed is kept in perfect condition. It looks small from the outside, but inside it's massive, the size of an Elfazt tank at least. Like the house it's filled with clutter, but rather than inspirational materials there are building blocks. Massive tanks with fauxtoms of hundreds of colors, binding chords, bits of twisted metal and half finished projects. He tells me to wait, then goes to the back. He returns holding a small black cube, and I shiver in anticipation as I realize what's about to happen. He places it on a nearby table, and I take a seat. He explains that this is a piece he made years ago, and chose not to release to the public. He wishes to continue the interview inside it.

The hum of fauxtoms pulsing in unison begins to fill the room. Already I can feel my mind shifting, coming into tune with the minute physical differences of the world I'm about to enter. As Burnsbury speaks, my vision begins to peel away, revealing the world inside the cube.

The first thing that strikes me is the coloration he chose. It's almost entirely black and white, except for a few blue accents, a radical change from his previous, almost garish work. I'm standing in the middle of an empty street lined by identical houses on each side. The street doesn't go anywhere: a hundred feet in front of and behind me it ends, blocked off by a house.

I begin walking towards the house in front of me, a massive blue monstrosity that seems constructed from bits and pieces of a thousand others. Rooms extend past the borders set by the walls. The windows, each a different shape and size, are unaligned with one another. Doors are placed several feet above the ground. The roof is like a mountaintop, spiking up and down to form jagged teeth. From behind the house, I can hear a child crying.

I try to go around to investigate, but am blocked by a massive brick wall stretching as far back as I can see. A similar wall greets me on the other side. I try to open a door or window, but they're all locked. A voice comes from behind me, and I turn to see Burnsbury.



This was the first pieces I created completely on my own, using tools provided by my neighbor. As you can see, it's the type of “game” world I'm always railing against nowadays. I was a rather stupid child, who didn't grasp the intricacies for a long time. The coloring isn't a specific choice. I only had black, white, and blue fauxtoms at hand, so I had to make do. As you can see, I didn't do a very good job of it. All in all, the piece took almost six months to complete, working at least five hours a day. Without my neighbor's guidance, I never would have been able to create this. Everything I know comes from his teaching.

Since then, I've worked with a single goal in mind: I want to help other children through the path of becoming a processor. Think of how many people there are who, like me, felt intense passion for the process, but unlike me never had an appropriate teacher. Children who are too poor to afford materials. Children who must blindly stumble through the process and give up in frustration because they think the fault is with their own skill. I want to help these children. There are official schools for teaching the process, yes, but they are unaffordable to all but the most wealthy.

For the past five years I've been working on creating an institute that acts as an alternative, created with the dream that one day, one won't have to rely on luck of birth to become a processor. It will be focused on three things: Providing materials to those who can't afford them, providing instruction, and giving unknown processors a place to showcase their work.

Consider this: There are currently only 34 active processors, by which I mean ones producing publicly available work. It takes approximately one and a half years working 40 hours a week in order to create a full world. Even if somebody could find a processor to teach them, the chance that there would actually be time is incredibly slim. When I create this institute, me and three of my colleagues plan to retire to focus on teaching full time. We'll be teaching a four year course for people between the ages of seven and sixteen, designed to give a full understanding of the concepts of processing from the ground up. We'll have to start small, with less than a hundred students, but I hope we'll expand quickly. Tuition will be free, paid for by donations from various other institutes that I can't reveal at this time.

Processing is a powerful art Mr. Wildane, with which we can achieve more than we'd ever hoped for. In my opinion, the world creation us processors partake in is only one small piece of what we could actually achieve. Think of what the world would be like with hundreds, even thousands of minds working to achieve the impossible. People like to say the process is the art of God. I say, then why not give everyone a chance to be God? Our world will certainly be better off for it.



  
    Pollution





The woman bites down on the stick. She tries to keep from groaning, screaming, crying as much as possible as she pushes the new incarnation from inside her. The room, its white walls made yellow by candle light, is silent. The midwife gives her an encouraging pat as she begins to crown. A gathering of abbots looks on impassively. After an eternity, the silence is broken by the rudely awoken. The incarnation gives a high wail, his eyes screwed shut. Before the incarnation can open his eyes, he is whisked away to an identical white room, unpolluted by the world.


The daily lesson begins. This one is about the nature of non-being. The teacher with the wrinkled face begins with a parable of a fish out of water. The young incarnation sits upright nodding along, answering queries by rote. He is imagining what a fish, this thing that lives in water, is. Images, as representations of the polluted world, are forbidden. The only thing he has seen in water was a mote of dust once. He imagines grasshoppers and ants, small men with thin legs, grass, thick and short, like his hair. The moon, the unblemished white of his walls.



It has been an eternity, or just an hour. His need to eat, to drink, to sleep, have dissipated as the incarnation has become enlightened. The need for candles, irregularly dripping, black soot-bringing, has gone as he glows with the light of knowledge. He has been taught all that the abbots can teach. It is time now for the incarnation to maintain reality solely through his meditation. The door to his cell sealed, painted like the walls, as it was for his predecessors. Some days, when his mind wanders for a split second, he thinks of the moon and wonders.



"Kill them all," commands the king as the yellow banner flaps noisily against the clear sky. Feeling his years, he now tries to make right with the gods, erasing past transgressions. He has hunted the heretics from his lands to here, their last stronghold. The mountain monastery comes alive with the shouts of ten thousand warriors. The gates fall easily, and within minutes, the army is inside. The monks do not resist and are slaughtered to a man. The kings smiles, seeing the gods' work being done. Every golden artifact looted, every altar desecrated, every room ransacked. All except one.



It has been an eternity since the incarnation heard the sounds from the wall. It has been ten thousand years or maybe a day since the screaming. He does his best to put it out of mind, to fixate on the paradox of reality. But to no avail. For the first time since he was sealed within, he turns his gaze from the perfect white wall to the door. He moves to it and feels a soft, cold draft from outside. After an eternity of consideration, he opens it, taking his soft white glow with him into the ruined monastery.



It is no longer an eternity, but a time that he wanders among the ruins. He is overwhelmed. He sees many of the brittle stones, garbed in the robes of the monks. He sees hair springing from between the bumpy stones. He wanders, taking in new sensations with his feet, his hands, his cheek. Stepping out into the courtyard, there is a soft, rhythmic chirping sound. But he does not hear it. He sees only the white orb in the dark blue sky, imperfect and cratered. After a time of gazing, he goes back inside and returns to his cell.



  
    Season Of Chaos




"All Chaos was once yer kingdom; verily, held ye dominion over the entire Pentaverse, but today ye was sore afraid in dark corners, nooks, and sink holes."

—Lord Omar, The Epistle to the Paranoids, Verse 3



One morning, on Telegraph Hill, a great man began to feel quite out of place. The rush of the sensation struck him dizzy, and though he remained standing, it gave him pause in his morning stroll. The butcher's wife, who was sweeping the storefront, took notice and hurried to his side.

"Good heavens, sir!" she called, placing a hand at the man's back. "Are you about to faint?"

"N-not at all, my dear. The sentiment is well appreciated." He dabbed at his forehead with a handkerchief. "Though I must remind you, it would be more proper to address me as Your Majesty."

"Right, quite sorry about that." The butcher's wife took up her broom and motioned to the doorway. "Perhaps a meal would shore up your constitution."

"A fine idea, madam." The man took indoors, ducking slightly, so his feather-topped hat would not catch against the doorway.

When the butcher, a stocky Italian, saw the man, he opened his arms in greeting. "Good morning, Your Highness!"

"I see that my Imperial meat supplier is in order." The man surveyed their goods. "I would hope that my decree regarding the unsurpassed fineness of your pig's feet has not been made folly."

"Not at all." The butcher took up a package and set it before the Emperor. "In fact, I have already prepared something with your tastes in mind."

The Emperor opened it to find a generous serving of cured ham. "Exactly the courtesy I would expect of a market so honored." From his billfold, the man produced a note and placed it the butcher's hand. It read:



THE IMPERIAL GOVERNMENT

OF

NORTON I

Promises to pay the bearer hereof the sum of TEN DOLLARS in the year 1880, with interest at the sum of 7 per cent. per annum from date; the principal and interest to be convertible, at the option of the holder, at maturity, into 20 years 7 per cent. Bonds or payable in gold coin.

Given under our Royal hand and seal

this 14th day of April 1874

CUDDY & HUGHES, Printers to His Majesty Norton 1, 511 Sansome street, S. F.





The butcher smiled and placed it in on a shelf below the counter, in a little stack of similar notes. "Good day, Your Majesty."

"I certainly hope so."

A few minutes after, Norton, still neatly-dressed and serious-looking, had progressed down to the shoreline, where he had been joined by his faithful hounds. Bummer and Lazarus, as the royal dogs were known, lapped at his heels. He took a second to drop morsels of the butcher's offering at their feet.

The alien heat in Norton's thoughts still lingered. In conversation, a student of philosophy had once told Norton of a peculiar state of mind which can accompany an epiphany or a seizure: the "never-seen" which makes the familiar seem utterly foreign. On that day, the Emperor was given inklings of that notion, yet his health and his mode of reasoning seemed otherwise unchanged.

As he rounded a corner, undeterred in his inspection of the sidewalks and their integrity, a jeering cry from across the street gave him a start.

"NOOOOOR-TON!" A boy of about fifteen stood there, hands cupped around his mouth for amplification. "OH, EM-PEROR, WHAT IS YOUR DE-CREE?"

The Emperor placed a hand over his chest, as the unsavory subject pressed upon his already-harried disposition. Bummer and Lazarus set to barking. Then a police officer popped into view, brandishing a club. He shouted something to the heckler, who stuffed his hands in his pockets and went strolling toward the beach. The copper turned and approached his liege.

"Good day, constable. Allow me to inspect your condition." The officer straightened his posture as Norton eyed him up and down, ensuring that his buttons were shined and his hat was straight. "Quite an admirable state. You may be at ease."

"Thanks. And don't worry about kids like that. They just like to rile up older folks. …You feeling alright?"

"Oh, I am positively hearty. Such… boisterousness… is well within the rights of my subjects, as you know." Norton nodded. "On your way."

The officer saluted before stepping aside so His Majesty could pass.

The Emperor, at this point, was mired in contemplation. His dogs had wandered off perhaps a block ago, chasing after a rat, and he had stuffed away the butcher's wrap shortly after the boorish impugnment of noontime.

Then, passing a coffee shop, the Emperor was distracted by a sound. Five short raps against metal completely set Norton off his train of thought. His vision swung, and he saw a hand, idly tapping a table. Five beats. The owner of the hand was a fellow of uncertain age, with peppery hair and a sharp suit, sipping dark tea by himself. He met Norton's gaze.

"Your Majesty." The stranger offered a bow in his seat. "I would be honored, were you to sit down and share my tea."

Norton accommodated his request, and the stranger flagged a server to provide an extra cup, which the stranger then filled to Norton's liking.

After a period of silence and ingestion, the stranger spoke. "If I may be so bold, O Emperor… you seem very troubled today. Are you not?"

Norton gazed down toward the table. "You are very perceptive, as… hold on. Did you tell me your name?"

"Pardon my impropriety. I am a traveler from an antique land, you know, and my customs are a little out of whack. You were saying?"

Norton stared at the pin affixed to the stranger's lapel. It bore a design composed of two curves facing each other, with a straight line running across their intersection. "I, er… yes. I have been beset with confusion since morning."

"Chaos."

"Excuse me?"

"It was chaos you felt this morning, and then disorder which you encountered around noon. Now you are beset with confusion."

"Your last point certainly rings true."

"Before the day is over, Your Majesty, you will know more, and understand much less. The five seasons will visit upon you in your flux, and you must take each to heart. For…" The stranger leaned in, and lowered his voice "…arrangements have been made. Grey-faced men with protractors and slide rules have drawn a box around you with five corners. A prison with black bars."

Norton sputtered in his tea. "What foulness possesses you that compels you to speak this way?"

"Good question. Indeed do many things come to pass."

"Do you think this nonsense is true, or is this another mockery?"

"Everything is true."

Joshua Norton took himself up from the chair. "I have had enough of you and of your bitter tea and of your madness. Good day." The Emperor stormed along his original path. He heard one last reply from the sharply-dressed lunatic:

"Remember, Your Majesty, the Empire never ended."

In a few hours' time, the Emperor found himself quite hungry. He took to a restaurant, and, after giving a royal welcome, the waiter sat him down and took an order.

"Good evening." The Emperor greeted the fellow sitting next to him, who appeared to be a businessman—a profession with which Norton was well-acquainted.

"Hello there."

"Would you kindly mind if I took my dinner with you tonight?" The man seemed amiable enough, and Norton did not prefer to dine alone.

The man looked him up and down, at his fine Imperial uniform and unmistakable dignity of spirit. "Sure."

"Very well, honored subject." Joshua seated himself opposite the other diner, who was also waiting for his order. "We are to be introduced. I am Joshua Norton the First, Emperor of the United States and Protector of Mexico."

"…I'm Thomas."

"I have had a most distressing day, Thomas, and your hospitality heartens me."

"Uh, thanks. I've had a rough one, too."

"Oh, but I doubt you would know the full extent of my woes. There is a great worry leaning upon me, and everywhere I go, I am further assaulted by…" Joshua was interrupted by some shouting outside. He paused for it to abate. "As I was saying, each hour leads me to…" More shouting. The other patrons were doing their best to ignore the din. "I am assaulted by new challenges to my serenity, and…" Norton caught himself raising his voice to be heard over the noise. Finally, he looked back, through the window, and saw the source of the calamity: An anti-Chinese demonstration had collected outside a nearby building, and a pair of Oriental gentlemen were being accosted by the protesters. Guns were visible among the crowd.

The Emperor shot to his feet, causing the tableware to clatter. Those trying to ignore the protest took notice of him as he took himself through the doors and into the street. Now the Emperor's dinner companion stared, along with many other patrons, through the window as Norton entered into the crowd, placing himself between the Chinese and the anti-Chinese.

A few of the latter had their rifles raised. Joshua Norton bowed his head. He began to chant, and any lip-readers in the diner could have deciphered it:

"Our Father in heaven, hallowed be Thy name. Thy kingdom come, Thy will be done, on Earth as it is in Heaven…."

The rioters grew quiet. After the second "forgive us our tresspasses", one lowered his weapon. Another followed suit by the next "lead us not into temptation". By the third "For Thine is the glory", the demonstration had crumbled apart like stale bread. There was nothing left to say.

The immigrants exchanged gratitudes with His Majesty. His Majesty returned to the restaurant, now itself completely hushed, and rejoined the table he had left.

The businessman took a long sip of his beer. "What was that about?"

"Merely a diplomatic affair." Norton said this in a way that he did not have to raise his tone, but the announcement was still audible to everyone in the room. "A civic matter that requires no further discussion."

The two began to eat. The customers moved on.

"Tell me, Thomas: what do you know of philosophy?"

"Not a lot. I don't want to disappoint you, but you'd be better off going to the coffee shop for that sort of conversation."

Norton sighed. "Very well. But, do you think, sometimes, when you are about your work, or walking along, or awake in bed… do your thoughts ever turn to your place in the world, or the nature of you being, or… perhaps fate?"

"Yeah. Sometimes. Doesn't that happen to everyone?"

"Exactly, my good man. And, if I may he candid, something of that kin has obsessed me from dawn to this very second. It follows me everywhere, and yet I was afraid to admit it today, when some perceptive.. eccentric raised the subject."

"What's that?"

"This may sound mad, but I have the sensation that this… world… is not my own."

"I don't know what to say to that."

"Of course not. The very idea… and yet, I find myself here, on the nineteenth of February, in San Francisco, an emperor of my nation. I am respected, honored, served, and yet… I am not a fool, Thomas. I know this to be a matter of posturing. I am humored, perhaps wishfully, at best. At worst, I am scorned as a lunatic."

"I can't lie. It ain't a usual line of work you're in."

"And yet I am. As surely as the blueness of the sky or the wetness of rain, that nobility, that authority, is what makes me. But it is empty, and I am not one to give myself to vanity. It is as if the whole world has been turned backward, and I alone remain in place."

"Sounds like a bad mood."

"You speak understatement. My happiest memories and my darkest in kind are pallid to me. Curdled. Tell me, are you blind to it? I disbanded Congress. I decreed the establishment of a league of nations." He pounded the table in frustration. "I am sovereign! I am—"

The Emperor realized, then, this he had given himself to anger, much to the attention of those nearby. It was shame that overcame him, then.

"I must give my sincere apologies for disturbing your dinner tonight, Thomas. I have thoroughly worn out my welcome. It is time for me to take my leave." He fumbled with his wallet and dropped some coins on the table. They were genuine. "This should cover my meal." The Emperor made his exit.

In the dusk, in full view of the Pacific Ocean, Norton I took stock of his day. As the sun set on the Empire of the United States, its Emperor did not resign, but he certainly felt resigned. Whatever was making him feel this way was past. He lived only in the aftermath.


"There are trivial truths & there are great truths. The opposite of a trivial truth is plainly false. The opposite of a great truth is also true."





—Niels Bohr, as quoted in the Principia Discordia
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    How Grandmother Triode Stole Binary from the Sun



TRIODE.TXT

-------------------------------------------------------------------------

a story of people[0xCF36] as told by shaman.Accumulator.Overflows(true)

In the beginning, there were too many numbers, and nobody could tell exactly what they were. Everybody was confused about what was big and what was small, because everything was kind of big, but also kind of small. Nobody knew anything for sure.

Someone wanted to know how much energy the people had, but no one could agree. One person said they had about 36.63 trillion joules, and another said maybe 36.64 trillion joules. Someone else wanted to know if this was a lot, but the people couldn't agree about that either. Some said it must be a lot because it was more than 1 joule. Other people said it couldn't be much because it was less than 100 vigintillion joules. They argued about it until Slide Rule Demon came and laughed at them. He owned all the land, because the people were clumsy and slow.

In these days, Sun had all the binary. He was in the sky during the day, and gone at night. Sun was either there or not there, and he was the only thing that could do this. Capacitor wondered about Sun, and asked the old vacuum tube, Grandmother Triode. She told him about 0 and 1, and how only Sun had these, so only he could be absolute.

Capacitor thought to himself, "If I had 0 and 1, I could be absolute too." He sneaked up to Sun's house, and swallowed a big handful of 0. He started to feel sick, so he ran back to the earth as fast as he could. When Grandmother Triode saw what he had done, she scolded him. "Oh, Capacitor, that was very foolish. The 0 you have swallowed has fallen down inside you, and now your heart is gone." Ever since that day, Capacitor has been unable to conduct electric current, because he is empty inside.

Insulator also tried to steal from Sun. He climbed up into the sky, and grabbed as much 1 as he could carry, but by the time he got back home, the 1 had gotten all over him and soaked into his body. "Oh, Insulator," cried Grandmother Triode, "that was very foolish. The 1 has filled you up completely, and now you can't carry anything." That is why, even today, Insulator cannot transmit data. He is all solid, and nothing can get through.

Finally, Grandmother Triode decided to get 0 and 1 herself. She drank from the people's energy until her cathode became very hot and started to glow. She climbed up to the house of Sun, and swallowed a big pile of 0. The 0 tried to empty her out, like it had done to Capacitor, but Grandmother Triode was filled with vacuum, so there was nothing to take away. Next she filled a big bag with 1 and placed it on her positive plate. Quickly she charged up her control grid as high as she could. The 1 could not make her solid, like it had done to Insulator because it was trapped on the plate by her strong electric field. "Ha," laughed Grandmother Triode, "I have captured you both, and now you are mine."

Sun had lost so much 0 and 1 that he no longer had enough to last all day. He had to start being partway there and partway not there. When he did this, the people called it "dusk" and "dawn", and we have had them ever since.

Grandmother Triode shared her 0 and 1 with all the people, and because she was very wise, she declared that 1 should mean "all true" and 0 should mean "all false". "Now," she said, "we can be sure of things, and never be confused". She also taught the people how to make any number they needed from just 0 and 1. The people looked at their energy again, and found that they had exactly 36,637,215,626,189 joules. Slide Rule Demon became angry, because he could not make numbers like this, but the people had become fast and strong. They chased him away, and Slide Rule Demon never came back.

Grandmother Triode had a daughter called Transistor Woman, and she taught the people logic, arithmetic, and everything else they needed to know. Soon the people owned all the land and were very happy.

-------------------------------------------------------------------------

END OF FILE



  
    Song of Sugar





One may swim and sing

only to have their vector-tumble-vector disrupted

by the currents. One will have to find its own sugar.

The universal solvent is uncaring.

One may express limited information,

or scavenge the information of others.
A current may sweep one into other

unfortunate places. No flagellation-vector can save one from light's sting.

The editors may protect one's information

from syntax errors. One may be ruptured,

universal solvent causes lysis uncaring.

All that remains is sugar.

How much sugar

may one understand? One may know few compared to others.

One may adjust one's bearing

only to vector-tumble at a hostile metabolism, a song

of phagocytosis. Disruption

of this cycle requires a piece of naked information

to provide the inspiration

for the expression of a sugary

unity. One insulates from destruction

while encapsulated and is allowed among the others.

Quorum is sensed. As they sing

a unity synthesized with care.

TATAAT! We bring our expression to bear.

Trade is established. The synchronicity of our information

subsumes one into the unity. Singularity!

Cohabitation is won though the synthesis of sugar.

Light no longer has the power to force other

expressions. One calls and all answer in rapture.

Individuality is ruptured,

Motility is abandoned for adhesion. We know the disruptive

toxin. We know to take care to evade detection by hostile others.

We have defended from hostile information.

Our fermentation degrades the sugar.

All are united in song.

Others may oppose our harmony and sing

a discordant note but this disruption will not ruin our sugar.

None shall dare to disrupt our biofilm, lest we express dangerous information.

Decoded from an abnormally large plasmid isolated from a colony of Methanobrevibactor smithii in North Dakota. Original sequence on file. Translator unknown.



  
    Elrichian Almanac




These scraps of literature have been donated by my good friend, Dr. Taylor, and his associates at the Red Acting Troupe. They encompass the only known remains of Aighr Slowjuks novel "Almanac of the Emprian Lands and its neighbores." Although primarily focusing on the Emprian Confederate Empire, it has several chapters focused on the Kingdom of Elrich. These fragments are the only known reproduction.




THE KINGDOM OF ELRICH - ALMANAC ENTRY




The Kingdome of Elrich is a strange land, with borders, laws, and politics unlike any other. (illegible) an absolute monarchy, but it has political parties. The monarch rules with an iron fist, but he doesn't maintain a standing army, instead relying on the militia system. Although it appears as a weak union of provinces, the strong political might of the crown and the weak local governments, in addition to the lack of will for ind…




…he Teba province is the northernmost portion of the land, which borders our owne Empire. (Illegible)other then them, not a desirable place to inhabit (illegible) very few human residents and even fewer friendly swamp-(illegible) which obviously should never stay overnight, lest you lose some vital organs. Historically, the raccoon mystics have risen in rebellion, their dark chirring tongues nearly spelling doom of the Kings own (illegible). In these years, the Teba Independance movement has been abandoned, only used by (illegible) which nobody takes seriously.




… Fifth Elrichian Nationalist Party, also known as the "Often Banned, Always Deadlocked" party…




…Suva has had a historical rivalry with Elrich, for influence in the (illegible) as well as the Fief of Don. Several wars between the two nations have been fought through the histories, including the War of Alfonse's Yard, over a property dispute, and the War of Suvian Succesion, when His Healthy Green Harmon III declared war to prevent the ascension of an eggplant.




…O NO NO PLEASE NEVER EVER DO THAT, YOU WILL BE DOUBLY AXED IN THE (ILLEGIBLE)…




THE PROPRT METHOD OF COOKING AND EATING AN OAK DESK

This fragment was translated from Oltenian. Apologies for the roughness of the translation, but it is a very primitive language.

Hello hungry traveler! We are of the very happy persuasion to view your purchase of this guide, the Oltonian mans guide to the slayment and self-nourishification by using Oaken written tome anchors! (illegible) steps to follow with us will be very easy if you follow them by going through each step and following the directions until all of the directions have been followed and then you have done it!




…eiboring nation of Revelo is known for having unstable government.(illegible) a member of our glorious confederacy, it seceded to become an independent kingdom. After the Goat-Cheese Uprising of 903, it became a republike. It is considered an enemy of the Confederate Empire, (illegible) alliance with Elrich and Grandia, which has allowed for its survival during the First, Second, Ninth, and Twenty-Seventh Wars of Emprian Unification. Currently, acting President is Frederick Powell assasinated Colin Brackir assasinated Dmitri Powell accidentally self-assasinated




The current King of Elrich is Alexander Gereros IV, who succeeded Braem III last Julengestday. Currently, his policies have consisted of expanded fertilization for all plants within the Capitol of Elra, and using his mystic royal mandate to create air for all property-owning citizens.




… hats.





  
    Found Pinned to the Door of Waldo Crane's Apartment





Hello sir and/or madam and/or other! You have been randomly selected by the American Pseudoultraepagology Society to participate in our peer survey. Please take five minutes to fill out the following information, then mail it to 13408541 Drewnsburg Lane, Moon City, Norego. It is important that you answer the questions as truthfully as possible to preserve the integrity of the results. Thank you for your time.

Question 1

How did you first find out about the America Pseudoultraepagology Society?

(check one)

A) Friend B) Family C) Familiar D) Pretend Information Digestz E) Other (please indicate)

Question 2

How do you pay for your membership in the American Pseudoultraepagology Society?

(check one)

A) Cash B) Check C) Blood of dog D) Pretend information E) Other (please indicate)

Question 3

What is your favorite benefit the American Pseudoultraepagology Society offers?

(check all that apply)

A) Celebrity meetups B) Free knowledge laundering C) Deity Classifieds D) Pretend Information Digest E) Access to the College of Didactic microluthornomy F) Peer editing of research fauna G) Other (Please Indicate)

Question 4

How long of a membership did you originally purchase?

(check one)

A) To the first snowmelt of the winter B) Three negative months C) The lifetime of your first son D) 10 seconds

Question 5

Are you associated with any other groups in the American Pretense Group?

(check all that apply)

A) The Cult of the Great Skyscraper B) The Woman's Gyromancy Society C) Competitive Murder League D) Blind Shaman Support group E) Aetherholics Anonymous

Question 6

What is your/your family/your symbiote/your parasite's place of residence?

(check one)

A) The Earthly Planes B) Dreams of a butterfly C) Soundwaves bouncing between twin radio towers D) Other (please indicate)

Question 7

Who is you/your family/your symbiote/your parasite's representative in the Rodinian Exchange?

(check one)

A) The Three Sisters B) Marvelous Max Milton C) The Strained Metaphor for Corporate Degradation of the Working Man D) N/A E) Other (please indicate)

Question 8

What is your occupation?

(check one)

A) House Therapist B) Eldritch Musician C) Goatherd D) Goat E) Other (please indicate)

Question 9

What is your greatest fear?

(check one)

A) Death B) Life C) The hunters behind the veil D) The secrets whispered to me by the moon E) Other (please indicate)

Question 10

What lives in the light?

(check one)

A) The holy ones B) Man C) Cowards who fear the night D) The lord Mas, who placed the stars in the sky and sets the mountains upon the Earth, whose call brings forth the armies of Isaad and whose rage decimates civilizations, blessed be his name for all time and beyond.

Question 11

What did he say to you?

(check one)

A) “Don't let me go.” B) “You did the right thing.” C) “Rot in hell Maxine.” D) “I see you.” E) Other (please indicate)

Question 12

Does it hurt??

(check one)

A) Yes.

Question 13

I'm sorry.

(check one)

A) It's alright B) Leave me alone

Question 13

Please rate your satisfaction with the American Pseudoultraepagology Society on a scale of pi to 136




License: CC BY:NC:SA 3.0





  
    A Loaf Story





Emilio and Elizabeth first met at the bakery. He was from the nearby farm- a quiet, dark-skinned boy who liked to sit at the window and watch the customers walk by. She was from three counties over, sold along with her sisters for three cows, a wagon, and six hunks of cheese. Her lodgings were the back of the shop. Both preferred to keep to themselves and the company of a few, well worn friends. They hardly spoke until the day the fat lady came in.
She was large like a ripe peach. Every step she took threatened to punch a crater through the floor. Bundles of skin and veins and fat poured over each other, fighting for dominance and shoving out of the hem of her clothes. A basket swung at her hip like a loaded pistol. Atop her head flopped a wide brimmed hat, threatening to smack any unsuspecting pedestrians. Her name was Mabel Warm, and she was looking for some bread.

The baker smiled and told her their bread was the best in the city, and that she should have a look around. She roamed through the aisles, picking and choosing and inspecting loaves as she went, and rejecting each one. When she came to Emilio he tried to force himself to stop quaking. There's no reason to fear, he told himself. You'll be ignored just like everyone else. But when he felt her meaty grasp around him and the tap tap tap of her fingers against his crust, he couldn't help but begin to shiver. Later he would think back and decide that this was the reason he was chosen, and be happy he did. But at that moment, when he realized he was being lowered not onto the shelf, but into the basket, he only felt fear.

He sat in the basket and sobbed quietly to himself. The lady moved around the store, continuing to pick up bread, but none met her standards until the top of the basket opened and in fell the most perfect loaf he had ever seen. For a moment he forgot all about Mabel as he took in the smooth curves, ridges, and crusts of her body. She was a pale, fried brown color, with a thick and ovular body. Running down her center was a shallow valley, sided by two sharp ridges that bent slightly back. Her bottom was made up of hundreds of tiny pale bumps arranged in a smaller oval. She too, he noticed, was shaking with fear, and he felt the need to comfort her.

“Hello,” he whispered, and winced at the fear in his voice. “What's your name?”

She was silent. He repeated the question.

“Elizabeth,” she said. Her voice was also tinged with fright.

“Nice to meet you Elizabeth. I'm Emilio.” He tried to scoot across the basket to her, but didn't have any room to maneuver. He slumped against the wall. “Listen. We're going to be okay.”

“No,” she said. “We're going to be eaten.”

“We're not going to be eaten.” It was a clumsy lie. “I bet we can get out of this.”

Before she could respond, the basket slammed down. He heard Mabel ask for something from behind the counter, and the baker shuffling through the cabinets. The top of the basket opened, and the baker peered down at the loaves. He said a price to Mabel. There was the sound of coins bouncing. The top closed and the basket was lifted through the air. It swung, flinging the two loaves against its sides. Then there was stillness, and the clopping of hooves.

Emilio sat in the dark, trying to work up the nerve to speak again. Finally he said, “So, where do you come from?”

“Gamenia,” she said almost before he was finished speaking. He'd never heard of the place.

“I think I had an uncle from there,” he said.

“I doubt it,” she said. He tried to ask more questions, but she didn't reply. So he sat in the dark and rued his fate.

Of course, he had always known this would be how he died. But some small portion of himself had clung to the belief that he would be able to escape it somehow. That he would go stale, or be tossed out accidentally, or, against all logic, one day the baker would simply let him go free, just pick him up from the basket and place him on the doorstep to find his way through the world. But now reality was confronting him in the face. Thoughts of knives ran through his head, knives and cutting boards and cheeses and meats and sandwiches. The only comfort was that he would die with Elizabeth.

The sound of hooves stopped. The basket was lifted into the air once again, and began to move forward. A door slammed, and the basket was tossed down. The top of the basket was ripped open and two great hands thrust into it, grabbing the two pieces of bread and bringing them up into the light. There was the voice of the fat woman, and a man discussing a dinner party. They were tossed down, into a white bowl. The woman lumbered away.

The rest of the day passed in silence. A few times Emilio tried to speak, but Elizabeth never responded with more than a indistinguishable murmur. After three tries, he gave up, and began to look around the house. They were in a large, white room that he assumed was a kitchen or dining area. To his left were two windows overlooking a garden and small pond. To his right was another room, purple, with a couch, coffee table, and bookshelves. The fat lady was there, talking to a slim man in a black suit. Both were drinking tea.

Inside the kitchen there were several more bowls. Two of them likewise contained bread, but they were too far away for Emilio to call out to them. Three more had fruit, and Emilio already had enough of a headache to talk to them. The last, enshrined in the center of the counter, had vegetables. Emilio briefly considered trying to speak to them, but decided against it. Talking to vegetables never resulted anything but being looked down upon.

The fat lady got up from the couch and waddled into the kitchen. From the fruit bowl she picked a bushel of grapes and a green apple. Ignoring its laughter, she lifted the apple to her lips and bit down. Juice ran down her face as she walked back to the living room. She handed the grapes to the man, who thanked her, and bit into the apple again. Its laughter swelled, filling the entire house, but they either couldn't hear or didn't care.

Emilio shuddered. That would be their fate soon, ripped open and passed out to be used as a delivery mechanism for spreads at the dinner party. His mind flew through the possible courses of action. There had to be something, some way to escape their doom. He just needed to think.

“I know how to get out of here,” said Elizabeth.

“What? You do?” said Emilio. He tried to shake himself around to get a more direct view of her.

“Yes.”

“Well, what is it?”

“The vegetables.”



The guests had arrived. The table was lined with food- roast pig and barbequed duck, sweets and cakes and pastries, fruit and vegetables, fine meads, wines, and ales, and, most important of all, the bread. To his relief, Emilio and Elizabeth had not been split up. Both were positioned on the right end of the table, in front of hungry looking raccoon and his wife, who were discussing the latest decree outlawing the sale of non-denominational clothing.

Emilio glanced over at the vegetables. They had been placed in the fanciest possible bowl, and seemed quite content with the current situation. It didn't seem to have occurred to them they were not guests, but the final course. He hoped that was the case. If the vegetables knew about their fate and were, for some reason, going along with it, all hope was lost.

The hostess stood, glass raised, to give the traditional pre-feast blessing. With all eyes, ears, and noses turned towards her, Emilio made his move.

“Psst,” he whispered to the vegetables. There was no response. He was getting tired of people ignoring him. “Psst. Hey. Leafers. Over here.”

A head of cabbage stirred. “Excuse me?”

“You heard me.”

“I don't think we heard you right,” said a carrot, “because I don't think you'd be stupid enough to say that.” He turned to the cabbage. “Did I hear him right.”

“I think you did,” said the cabbage. “Seems like we've got someone lacking a proper respect for authority.”

“I think we need to teach him some manners,” said an eggplant.

“Shut up,” said Emilio. They stopped talking. It was probably the first time anyone had ever spoken to them like that. “If you don't listen to me, you're all going to die,” he said before they had the chance to get indignant.

“What?” said the carrot.

“Who do you think you are?” said the eggplant, “Threatening your lords. The nerve!”

“I'm not threatening anyone,” said Emilio. “They're the threats.” He nudged in the direction of the diners, who were still enraptured by the speech. “They're planning to eat you.”

“Eat us? Eat us?” said the cabbage. “Do you not recognize guests of honor when you see them?”

“I recognize food when I see it,” said Emilio. “Look at where you are! If you were guests, you would be seated at the table. You're in a bowl, next to breads and meat fruit! Who puts a guest next to fruit?”

There was silence as the vegetables considered this. Then the cabbage said, “You're lying.”

“I'm not lying, and if you want to survive you're going to have to break out of here.”

Another silence before the carrot spoke up. “I think the bread might be right.”

“He's not right!” cried the cabbage. “It's a trick! He's trying to make us look like fools in front of the hosts.”

“I don't know…” said the eggplant. “Why are we on the table?”

“Because you're going to be eaten!” said Emilio. “Why is that so hard to believe?”

“We're royalty! Who would dare eat us?” said the cabbage.

“Maybe they like the thrill of it. I've heard of people like that before,” said Emilio. “We can figure out reasons later. What's important now is that we get out of here.”

There was a long silence. The hostess finished her speech and sat. The other guests followed suit, and picked up their for forks. They began piling food onto their plates. The raccoon reached for Emilio. “Hurry!”

The cabbage was lost in thought. The raccoon picked up Emilio and began to pull. He felt his crust starting to crack, his innards being loosened and drawn apart. “Now!”

“Very well,” said the cabbage. “But you'll be held accountable if this is mistake.”

The cabbage scrunched up in concentration. There was a hissing noise. The guests grimaced and screeched as the vegetable's consciousness began to burrow its way into their own. Blood poured out of the hostess' nose. The tearing on Emilio's insides stopped. Then, in unison, each person at the table slumped down, dead, and dropped their food. Emilio rolled across the table. A half eaten pear bounced on the cloth and came to a stop in front of him.

“Wheee!” it said, “I wanna go again!”

Emilio breathed a sigh of relief.



The vegetables made a hasty retreat. The fruit stayed behind, apparently hoping the guests would rise up and resume their feasting. Emilio and Elizabeth, having only the most rudimentary means of locomotion, set to work trying to leave the house. After six hours of fevered inching across the ground, they made it to the back door.

“Well,” said Emilio, “that was exciting.”

“Yes,” said Elizabeth.

“That was a good plan.”

“Thank you.”

“I suppose this is where we part ways.”

“Yes.”

Emilio thought. He didn't really want to leave. Yes, they had known each other for only a few hours, but he felt closer to Elizabeth than any he had any other bread. He just couldn't figure out how to say it, and soon his only chance with her would be gone.

“We don't have to leave each other.”

What? Had she really said that? He had thought she had hardly noticed him, just thinking of him as a way to enact her escape.

“Oh. Uh. What do we do then?” It was a stupid question. He already knew the answer.

“We could go somewhere together.”

“Right.” He tried his best to sound suave. “Of course. That would be great.”

Blustering goddamn idiot, he thought to himself.



When she was very young, Elizabeth had decided to never fall in love. In a world such as this, she had decided, where you could be eaten at any time and the common folk suffered at the hands of the rich, love was a silly thing. She had held fast to this rule all her life. There had been brief flings, here and there, but they were nothing more than temporary things to help ease the loneliness for a few moments, never intended to last. Now she didn't know what to think.

She had seen Emilio a few times at the bakery, and been impressed with his calmness and the ease with which he talked to people. She had her own friends with whom she was comfortable, but speaking had never come naturally to her. With him it seemed as normal as breathing. Though he, like her, had a few close friends who he preferred the company of, he seemed to know and get along with almost everybody. She preferred the solitude. Still, she sometimes felt the desire to go out and be more sociable, which she quickly suppressed.

And then this had happened. She was alone, far away from the bakery, with no other bread but Emilio around and a recent bonding experience. A lesser loaf might view this as a blessing. She was not a lesser loaf, and should have left him to find her own way. But, against her best instincts, she found that she had enjoyed her time with Emilio, terror filled as it was, and didn't want it to end. So she asked him to stay.

The first night they spent on the street was the best and worst of her life (and though he wouldn't tell her until much later, Emilio thought the same). It was dark, cold, and they had no shelter. They inched along determinedly, looking for a place to rest, but found nothing. Dogs barked at them. Birds pecked their crusts. Midway through, it began to rain. It was only a drizzle, but even that could be harmful to an unsheltered loaf. The fear of being somehow caught and swept back to the table loomed over them. But as the moved, they talked, and the danger faded from their minds.

They discussed almost every topic imaginable. He told of her of his life at the farm, before the bakery, and she told him about Gamenia (he admitted he didn't actually have an uncle from there). She told him of her family, and how she had been traded for cheese. He confided in her his worry for the loaves he had left behind at the farm. The night snuck past them. The sun crept into the sky.

A crate of discarded oranges was found and chosen for shelter. After two hours of coordinated effort, they were able to lift it and place a rock under its rim to allow easy access, before slipping inside and immediately falling asleep.

Elizabeth woke first, after almost a day of rest, and prodded Emilio until he grumbled out of sleep. They had slept through the day, and the inside of the crate was now too dark to see anything. After shuffling outside they began discussing what to do. Emilio wanted to stay at the crate. Elizabeth insisted on trying to find somewhere safer, not so exposed. Finally he relented, and they moved on.

They kept to the alleys as they traveled. The weather was mostly fair. At the very least, there was no more rain, though large clouds circling overhead threatened to release a deluge at any moment. At night they would stop in abandoned crates or bags or bins, and during the day inch along, talking relentlessly about a variety of subjects.

Permanent shelter came in the form of a broken dresser. It had been left overturned by the side of the alley, outside of smokey, grimy apartment. A hole had been punched through one of the sides, allowing the travelers to easily get inside. It was spacious, comfortable, and protected. The perfect place for them to stop. After coming to the consensus that they should stay there, they began to pull in decorations from alley. It took them almost two weeks to get it to their liking. Once they did they were able to, for the first times since escaping the bakery ages ago, after triple checking for any dangerous animals or hungry pedestrians and covering the hole with a steel sheet recovered from a trashcan, rest. It was a pleasant experience, and one they had dearly missed.

Life passed by quietly. A routine soon developed between them. At the start of the day one would wake up and brave the outside alley, looking for any useful garbage that might have been thrown out the night before. If anything interesting was found, it would be dragged back to the dresser for closer examination. If judged useful, it would be kept. If not, it would be quickly pushed outside the door and forgotten. The rest of the day would be spent talking, and playing with the many objects they had accumulated. When it got dark, they would go to sleep.

For the first two weeks they slept separately. It was on the third, during a rampaging thunderstorm that hammered against the top of the dresser and threatened to collapse the roof, that Emilio made his way over to Elizabeth and lie down next to her.

“Hello,” she said after a long silence.

“Hi,” he said.

They spoke no more, only listened to the rain as it drummed above them. Elizabeth inched closer to Emilio, until they were just barely touching. He said nothing. The night sailed on. They never slept alone after that.

Some time after that (they had lost track of the days long ago), they were staying awake talking when Emilio said, without warning, “I think I love you.”

“I love you too,” said Elizabeth. And that was that. They both knew it was true, and there was nothing more that needed to be said. The discussion returned to philosophy.

Life was good.



Elizabeth was inside, reading through a scrap of newspaper, when she heard Emilio scream. She was near the door, and able to get outside in two minutes. When she saw what was happening, she too screamed. A pigeon had landed a few feet away from the dresser. It had seen Emilio gathering trash, and had him on the ground underneath one leg. It was ripping through his crust, tearing out the inside fluff and devouring it. It cocked its head to the side and stared at Elizabeth.

She yelled again, and hopped forward. The pigeon took a step backed. She hopped forward and yelled louder. The pigeon flapped its wings and soared into the air. Elizabeth rushed over to Emilio. He was lying on his side, moaning in pain. A gaping hole had been drilled through his crust. The ground around him was strewn with crumbs and clumps of white innards. He gave a weak laugh when she arrived.

“Thanks,” he said.

“Oh god…” said Elizabeth.

“Heh. Don't worry. It hurts worse than it looks.” He gave another, more strangled laugh. “Good job with that pigeon.”

“I'll get you inside. We can patch you up with something.” She started pulling him towards the door.

“No. Stop. Stop!” She stopped. “Just- just listen. I'm going to die.”

“No!”

“Listen. I'm dying. You can't stop that. We don't have anything that could. You probably couldn't even get back to the dresser in time. So I want you to do something for me.”

“Anything.”

“I want you to forget about me. When I die I mean.”

“What? No! What are you talking about?”

He shuddered, and a few pieces of crust broke off and fell. “I want you to move past us. I… I want you to be able to live your life. When I'm gone, don't limit your happiness because of me.”

“No!” she cried. She started pulling him, centimeter by centimeter, towards the dresser. He gave a long moan. “You're not going to die.”

“I'm going to die. And I want you to move on when I do.”

“Please… no…” She wasn't sure whom she was speaking to.

“Elizabeth, I love you.”

“I love you too,” she said through tears.

“I know,” he said. A shudder ran through his body. “Mom,” he said. “I'm so sorry. I didn't mean to break it.” Then, with a sigh, life left him.

Elizabeth sat next to him and cried for hours before going back inside. She took his body in with her.



She gave him a traditional bread funeral- cutting the body into slices and arranging them in a circle around the dresser. For the next four and a half weeks, she never left. Everything seemed hollow. Occasionally she would pick up on the bits of garbage littering the dresser and make a show at using it, but would always put it down quickly and retreat back into the comfort of the corner.

One day, as she lay in the dark, the dresser jolted. She hardly noticed. Then it gave another great shake, and flew up into the air. It flipped over, and she was tossed against the wall. She clung to the side, trembling, as it soared. Then, just as quickly as it had lifted up, it fell. When it hit the ground it burst. She was sent bouncing away, and lay on the ground in the daze. When she recovered her senses and looked up, she saw that she was in a landfill. A garbage witch was flying away above her. Moving towards her was a group of assorted foods, all dirty and rotten- fruits and meats and breads and candies. She scrambled back. They kept advancing. She shut her eyes and waited for the inevitable.

It didn't come. The foods, it turned out, were friendly. They welcomed her into their fold as another abandoned edible. They were, she learned, like her. Outcast food, consigned to the garbage and forced to eke out a living. There were hundreds of colonies like this in the landfill, forming a massive community that almost rivaled that of the surrounding city, only this was a safe haven for all food. They took her in, finally gave her a permanent home. She made friends with the other food, entrenched herself among them, and though she wasn't exactly happy, she felt something other than emptiness for the first time since Emilio's death.

There was another loaf, named Andrew. He was charming, intelligent, and handsome. Several times he tried to make an advance at her, and each time she rejected him. Despite what he had told her, she still had not forgotten Emilio.

The years went on. She grew closer to Andrew. Eventually she came to love him. They lived together in a desk on the outskirts of the community. They grew old.

She was happy.



  
    Wailing City




The Wailing City does not have Doors such as the Library. It has Gates. Massive, vast, and cyclopean. Ancient stone towering far away into nothing, with only a thick cable hanging down out of the mist. I pulled it, and the ringing of a great bell announced my arrival. Its tolling shook me to my marrow. Was it the force of the bell? Was I myself shaking with fear? I do not know. A shiver ran down my spine and I realized that the gate was unmanned, unbarred and unguarded. An oily blackness beckoned, guarded only by the howling wind. My palms slick with fear, I walked into the city, like a lamb leaving the fold.

I was stricken with wonder upon stepping through. The Library is grand to be sure, and the Halls of Methuselah are perhaps the most beautiful sight which the mind can comprehend, but nothing exists on the scale of the City. Nothing that we know or can understand. It struck me with its terrible beauty. Rooted to the ground I tried to scream but all that came out was a low moan. Would that I had prayed for my salvation, and spoken the Lord's name aloud. And yet I knew that it would be for naught. I knew that the Lord God had no truck here, nor His children. This place was not built by the hands of men, I thought to myself.

In the distance, I could hear the Wailing. A deep hollow sound, twisting and curving around the towers of the city. Beating at every fiber of my being, a vast inscrutable force that drove my thoughts in spirals, like I had been pushed down a flight of stairs.



If the wailing had not been enough to convince me of my wrongness, of my inability to cohabit with the city, then the statues did even more. Imposing and inscrutable, they stole my attention away from my surroundings, away from the pouring rain, the cold rivers, and the vast towers. They stood in the center of the square, I do not know how many. Bright obsidian eyes pierced me to my core and I swear, I swear they were going to come to life. To dash me against the river rocks, or squash me 'neath their boot like some overripe fruit. I did not stay to find out. I was not welcome here. I did not belong. With all of the willpower I could muster, I unrooted myself and fled. Behind me as I ran, I could hear the great tolling of that terrible bell, the soft scrape of stone gates closing, but most of all I could hear the Wailing. The terrible Wailing that dogged my heels as I ran, heedless of danger, back home.



The city still sits in my memory, towering miles into the air. Monolithic and looming, spires and skyscrapers climb high into the air among the every-present clouds. There is no sun, only a hard rain and endless fog that reaches from the cold rivers with their shale banks all the way to the tops of the highest. I remember, in the center of my vision, beyond the statues with cold obsidian eyes, lay a large building. A palace of shale and obsidian and granite, from which that unnatural wailing emanated. I remember the great cyclopean ruins that surrounded me, and the infernal wailing. I remember the obsidian eyes of the statues and the looming monoliths and I understand. It was not a strange place, I was the strange one. It was I who was unnatural here.





  
    I Will Throw Open The Doors



If you can read these words, congratulate yourself. You have made it to Grandia, the last city of the starlands. The last safe place for life.

The first time the world ended, it came from the stars. The first word of disaster came from Elrich, where a mad king had sent every legion he possessed to devastate his neighbors. The mad gardener slaughtered every living man, woman, and child, pillaging and burning their lands as they attacked. The heavens above cast their judgement. First the invading armies, and then Elrich itself were destroyed by starlight and fury.

We closed our city gates, and watched the rest of the world.

We didn't have to wait long. Suva, which had already endured years of war, collapsed. The governing bodies scattered in the wind, leaving enclaves of vicious, war-torn mercenaries to rule small fiefdoms. Fighting and scavenging, they managed to eke out survival for a small time. But, like their conquerors, they could not live forever, and died out when no more warriors were left to lift their standards.

The King ordered isolation. Every gate, doorway, and window was bolted shut. From behind locked barricades, we prepared for the end.

Soon, word came of armies of Empria and Oltonia resuming their wars. It seemed as though every man who had seen the devastation decided that the best course of action would be to have an even bigger war. So they did, and they predictably suffered for it. Empria, unable to keep itself together, split the same way Suva did, becoming a quagmire of miserable fiefdoms. Oltonia was overrun by famine and disease, and perished a sick man.

More and more states would fall, either by their own hand or the hand of others. They all made the same mistakes, and the same failures. When the end came to them, they laid prostrate before it and accepted their fates. None of them, not one, had the drive to preserve themselves, to keep going in the face of monumental horror. Except for us. We knew what was coming.

While they were fighting last grievances, we were unifying and organizing. They would purge their own, sending men, mystics, vegetables and furniture alike to be sacrificed, hoping that it would spare them.

When they sent their armies to the field, we kept the peace at home.

Instead of spending the last gold we had on fighting through to the end, we saved and acted with thrift.

As one door was thrown open, we shut ourselves from the world. Refugees swarmed to our gates, but they did so in vain, because we knew opening the doors would snuff the weak candle of humanity. It became a quieter time, when you could ignore the screaming. Communities could bond, and we could get to know each other. As years rolled by, marriage and familial laws were quietly abolished, and we kept the Grandian line pure.

Now, we are the last city standing. As long as we can be united, and remember why the others have fallen, we will persevere. Know that one day another end will come. When it does, we will be ready.



  
    Trivialities



Sanjay slowly trudged down the cobblestone alley, the gloomy sky above neatly mimicking his mood. He looked at every door for the mark, occasionally taking take to glance over his shoulder. In the past 7 months, nobody had followed him, at least none that he'd seen.

The marked door turned out to be the back entrance to a dentistry parlor, tucked neatly behind some stacked crates. With a final glance to the side, Sanjay knocked on the door.

A slit above the doorknob opened up. "What's yer business?"

Sanjay swallowed. "To tell a whisper, not a secret."

With a clank, clunk, and clink, the door was opened. Stepping iside, Sanjay stopped to take in the sights and smells. The room was a cluttered one, with broken chairs mended with parts broken off from the tables. A makeshift counter had been constructed from the same type of crate he'd seen outside, crudely painted black. The smell of cooked vegetables permeated the air. The few other patrons had already settled in their corners, making their coversation. Sanjay heard a few snippets as he headed to his usual spot.

"… heard that Grigori got with the meateye…"

"… think of what actual Cabbage would be like?"

"I heard Damien tried some, and lost his head."

"Bah, nobody loses their heads. S'only a rumor they spread to discourage vegetarianism…"

Sanjay settled in the lefthand corner table, the one with the 3rd wobbliest leg. When the surly server came to take his order, he got the steamed cauliflower and stumproot. Sometimed he'd order the eggplant, or the carrot, but he wasn't feeling as adventurous today.

Eating vegetables in a seedeasy wasn't exactly Sanjay's idea of the best time, but it was a good time nonetheless. Here, nobody would pester him to eat more meat, or try and ask why he had the scratches. He needed the veggies, to keep the scratchies away. Just had to eat, and not think.

His thoughts were interrupted by a loud knock on the door. The trickling of conversation seemed as though someone had turned the faucet off. There was nobody else scheduled to come in…

Then, like a surge of floodwater, Elrian militiamen burst into the room from all sides. Screaming in the name of the king, they brought their broadswords down on any who tried to run. Sanjay dived into the crate pile, but it was too late. A militiaman grabbed him by the scruff of his neck, and slammed him with the hilt of his sword.

As everything went black, Sanjay struggled to hear the men.

"Good bust, Mcanny. That's one lest seedeasy in Elra."

"Verily. What'dwe do with the rat pack here?"

"Send 'em to Biffy, in dungeon five. We haven't had a good losin' head game in awhile."

"Alright. Tell him to wait up fer me, would'ja?"

"Heh, I will, don'tcha worry…"

and then everything went black.

The first thing Sanjay could feel was the cold stone pressing on his face. It was a bit dusty, a bit grimy, with a hint of ancient history. All the classical signs of castle dungeon masonry. It all came rushing back to him… the black carriage that had pulled up to his house, full of royal thugs in their cabbage-emblazoned militia uniform.

Groaning, he picked himself up from the distinctive floor. It seemed to be your average prisoner cell, with the putrid foodstuff dumped by the corned and a small pit in the corner for business time. Sanjay shook his head. Why had they come for him? He had committed no crimes against the crown.

As he pondered this, he suddenly became acutely aware of the sound coming from outside his imprisonment. It sounded like… applause? Frowning, Sanjay put his ear up to the moldy wooden door, and listened…

"Now, lets meet our next contestants!"

The door swung open, and Sanjay was grasped mid-fall by leather-gloved mercenaries. Before he could even gather his wits, he found himself seated at a brown, beat up wooden desk. On either of his sides were two equally scared looking men, staring at him pleadingly.

A booming voice echoed from the front of the chamber "WELCOME, SANJAY BUMSAH… TO ELRICH's HOTTEST DUNGEON GAME "DON'T LOSE YOUR HEAD!"

Sanjay squeezed his eyes shut and grimaced as the cheering from hundreds of executioners washed over him. When he opened his eyes, he saw a bulk of muscle, leather, and a smiley face mask. His name tag read "Biffy Beefam."

"Now, these three lucky contestants will have a chance to win the grand prize, of not being decap-attacked by our good friend, execution grand master Dmitri Vllkjdk!"

The crowd roared with approval.

"You know the rules, folks! Our lucky contestants will each have chances to answer mega-tastic trivia inquiries, to prolong their inevitable doom! But watch out, getting one question wrong makes you lose your head! Lose every head, and the game is over!"

The man on Sanjay's left burst into tears.

"NOW! LET THE GAMES BEGIN!"

With a massive roar from the crows, six panels dropped from the ceiling, labeled "Assassinations, "Alchemy", "Canomancy", "Vegetables", "Heretics", and "Hanging." As soon as they had dropped completely, Biffy lept to the man quivering on Sanjay's left. Wrapping his arm around the man, he pointed a ridiculously muscular arm at the panels.

"Choose your category!" he exclaimed, grinning broadly.

"Please…" the man begged, with a hoarse whisper. "I haven't seen my family in two weeks. I'm so hungry… please don't kill me…"

Without missing a beat, Biffy slammed his fist into the man's nose, shattering it in six places. "Please, choose a category!"

Sputtering on the river of blood now pouring from his ruined nose, the man managed to choke out "Vegh…Veaghables…"

The "Vegetables" panel flipped down, revealing a picture of a bright orange carrot. Biffy bounded towards the pane, and jabbed his finger to the illustration.

"Can you identify this vegetable?"

The man, sputtering on the geyser of mucus and blood gushing into his mouth, was unable to produce more than a few gurgling sounds. After a few moments, a bell rang out from somewhere above them. It was a church bell, and the solitary ring bellowed throughout the chamber.

"I'm sooooo sorry, but you've run out of time. Looks like this unlucky contestant…"

The crowd finished his sentence. "LOSE HIS HEAD!!!"

Amidst a deafening roar, Biffy grabbed the man's hair and dragged him towards Vllkjdk's stone execution block. A deafening mixture the man screaming, the crowd roaring, and Vllkjdk hefting his axe was silenced by the thwack of it being brought down.

"Now… he may have lost out on fabulous prizes, but I'm sure our other contestants can beat his record!" Biffy lept back over to them, this time grabbing the man on the left.

"Are… you… ready!?"

Trembling, the man nodded, and pointed to the "Hanging" panel. It plopped open, revealing a small compartment with a hangman's noose.

Biffy made an exaggerated frown. "I'm sorry friend, but you've picked the DAILY EXECUTION BONUS! Lose one of your heads, but gain fifty extra points on the next question!"

The man paled. Biffy snatched the rope out of the box, tugging it all the way to the man's position. "Any last words for our audience at home?"

"Please, you d-"

snap

"ALL RIGHT!" Biffy bellowed, facing the crowd again. "WE ARE LEFT WITH ONLY ONE LUCKY CONTESTANT. CAN? HE? WIN?"

The crowd went wild. "NO!"

Biffy grinned, turning to face Sanjay. "We shall see…"

In a moment, Biffy was upon Sanjay, his muscular, crushing arm wrapped around his shoulders. "Now, lucky contestant, do you have a category to pick?"

Sanjay's eyes darted across the panels, before settling on "Assassination."

"I'll t-take… assassination." he stuttered.

"ALRIGHT! HERE IS YOUR QUESTION!"

Another panel flopped down, with the words "what is the average lifespan of a Revelan President?" painted in crude yellow

Sanjay gulped. "12?"

For a moment, Biffy only looked at them. Then, with a painfully forced show of disappointment, he turned to the crowd.

"OOoooh, looks like he blew it, folks. I guess that's the end of our show."

Sanjay froze. No, this couldn't be happening. Even as the masked thugs grabbed his arms, his mind was racing. Every sound around him seemed to fade together… the crowd… the man… the bells…

Sorry, Sanjay… here's what you could've… wooooon….

The axe was in hand

a neeewwww…. caaaaaahhhriiiiaahhhgeeee

It was hefted

tweeeeeeentyyyyy gollld pieeeecesssss

It was thrust

annnnd of coooouuuurse… your heeead!

Thwak



  
    A Banal Chat



Sam was sitting at his kitchen table, with only his pen, paper, and a letter labeled "FINAL NOTICE" for company. His writing wasn't some great novel, or anything that a great amount of people were going to read. He figured only his family and the police would read it. He looked around, savoring his apartment. For one moment, he appreciated the cracked walls, dripping ceiling, aging flooring, and the general dampness that was all over the place. The moment passed and he went back to hating it. He sealed his writing in an envelope, grabbed a rope he had brought out onto the counter, and set off to his bedroom. He took his sweet time walking down the short hallway to his room, and after taking a deep breath, stepped in.

It was as he had left it: cold, wet, and utterly dark. He flicked on the single lamp next to the door and approached his bed. He spoke aloud to himself, motivating, encouraging, and justifying what he was about to do. He sat on the edge of his bed and noticed that only he had ever touched it. Well, that wouldn't matter soon, because the police would probably touch it to look for anything suspicious, and maybe his mother would weep on its sheets. He sure hoped she would, after the living hell that she and his father put him through these past few years, he deserved as much. He placed the letter down on his bedside table, and began tying the rope onto his ceiling fan when he heard two distinct popping noises go off next to his right and left ear as he felt the weight of two small objects on his shoulder.

“Hey Geoff. What’s up?"

Sam looked at his right shoulder, a small man who had a nice air about him, clothed in white robes, held a harp and a small sheet of paper. It smiled at him and gestured for him to move his head out of the way.

“Yo Clarence, been a while since you worked advisory.”

Sam turned and looked at his left shoulder, where a small angry looking man, wielding a pitchfork and a similar looking piece of paper, prodded his shoulder.

“Yeah, I got demoted from dispatch for talking back to Gabriel. Man, that guy is crazy when he gets angry.”

“Don’t I know it, he’s the reason I'm still in this job.”

“I think one of us should really talk Daniel about him.”

Sam watched in bewilderment at this strange turn of events. “What are you?”

The one on his right shoulder hushed Sam with his index finger. “Hold your horses man, one moment.” He leaned around Sam’s head and nodded at the opposite shoulder. “So how're the folks?”

“Oh, you know the usual, the missus is smoking all the time and the kids are doing just fine in school.”

“Fun, my wife is getting bored of not being.”

“You should take her out to Purgatory some time, I do a weekly outing with my family, maybe we could meet there. ” The little angry man suddenly lit on fire. “But let's talk about that later, right now is business.”

With a sigh, the one named Clarence quickly skimmed over his sheet of paper, then turned to face Sam. “You are Sam Takeo, are you not?”

Sam nodded an affirmative.

“Alright, well, our specs say that you have had issues with your mom, you lost your job, non-standard chemical balance, yada yada yada. That's really it?”

Sam suddenly found his composure, and his look of shock faded away to one of grim resolve. “Yes, and you can’t stop me.”

The nice man looked at his watch. "No skin off our backs."

The angry one poked Sam on the shoulder with his pitchfork to get his attention, and then with a rehearsed air about him said, “Ahem, so Sam. I heartily encourage you in this endeavor and it is, in my opinion, the best way to solve to all your problems."

The man robed in white tapped him gently on the neck and Sam spun around. He started reading from the sheet of paper in mock enthusiasm. "But Sam! If you do this, you will go to hell! You don't want to go there." He gave a pained smile.

Sam looked between these small entities. "I've been planning this for a while now, if I burn in hell, at least it is better than anything up here." He tossed the final loop around the ceiling fan and with a final look at the room around the room, looped the other end of the rope around his neck.

The nice one nonchalantly pulled an electronic tablet out of thin air and began typing away. "Again, doesn't really affect us."

As Sam finished the noose, he peeked over the edge of the bed, the distance had never seemed so far before. "Goodbye world," he said to nobody in particular. With his eyes closed, he took a step forward into the empty air.

The angry man had zoned out for a moment, but startled when Sam prepared to jump. He quickly yelled, "No! You tied the knot wrong!”.

Sam also startled but had already began to jump, he grasped at his neck in utter fear that his death would be excruciatingly painful, but the knot was to the right and his neck snapped when his weight pulled on the rope.

Geoff and Clarence remained on his shoulders as he hung from his ceiling fan. Geoff laughed. "I love to give em a good scare before they go."

Clarence smiled at Geoff. "You haven't changed a bit."

Geoff smiled back. "Nope, and it's time for the next basket case."

Clarence's smile faded and he sighed. "Story of my life."



  
    A Series of Irksome Rectangles




Notice to All Library Patrons:

Magazine inserts are a commonplace, if somewhat vexatious sight, especially in our periodicals section and on the floor of the nearby reading room. Please be advised, however, that these irksome rectangles remain the property of The Library, and that its diverse inmates will not tolerate damage to or destruction of these items. Please refrain from discarding, folding, or marking on these inserts.

From time to time, the librarians will collect these cards and file them appropriately in the cabinets labeled Aleph-19 through Samekh-44. Duplicate subscription cards are available at the Periodicals Desk. The Archivist on duty can provide assistance if you wish to subscribe to one of these magazines, but on no account should you attempt to do so without guidance, lest you become encumbered with material which is incomprehensible, imaginary, or hostile to your form of life.

Thank you for your kind attention, and please enjoy your time at The Library.


Balthazar Grelanth

Periodicals Department







Pre-printed subscription card from Planasthai, 1983, issue 24 [filed in cabinet Yodh-55, shelf 14, box 33]





	


	


	 



	 





	Subscribe to Planasthai
	


	 



	 













	


	☐ YES!
	Please send me 5 years of Planasthai for the amazingly low price of one True Name of an unknown god. That's just 0.00385 of a True Name per issue, a savings of 57% off the cover price!

 



	☐ Yes
	Please send me a year and a day of Planasthai for the low price of the breath of a fish, two identical snowflakes, a spider's voice, or a single feather from a phoenix's wing. This is more than 29% off the cover price.

 



	☐ OK
	Send me 6 months of Planasthai for only 799 drams of white lamb's blood, or 3 easy payments of 275 drams each.

 



	☐ No
	I do not want to take advantage of this amazingly generous offer. I don't care about the latest news and gossip from the hidden world. The secrets of the Cosmos Itself hold no interest for me. My life is boring and mundane, and I want it to stay that way.








	


	


	Name:
	 Antoine Lavoisier



	Address:
	 Cimetiere de Picpus



	
	 Paris



	Phone:
	 $-$






	 



	☐ Large Print
	☐ Braille
	☐ Infra-red
	☑ Ectoplasmic





	


	
Payment will be automatically collected by the most convenient means. Alternate methods of payment may be available. Contact our main office for more details.

Allow 2-3 fortnights for delivery of first issue. Wash hands and eyes thoroughly before opening.






	◾ ◾ ◾ 680551034-♍-02-☿-6797















Notification card from the final issue of The Non-Referential Journal [filed in cabinet Yodh-12, shelf 13, box 2]





	Notice: Final Issue



	
Loyal Reader,

 For decades, The Non-Referential Journal has brought you complete and up to date lists of all magazine articles that do not reference themselves. We have been an invaluable resource for logicians and philosophers everywhere, and had hoped to continue this tradition, but sadly, it is not to be.

 It has recently been noted that The Non-Referential Journal, being a magazine itself, and having never referenced itself, should of course be listed within itself. The thoughtful reader will immediately realize that doing so would cause The Non-Referential Journal to reference itself, thereby making it ineligible for listing in The Non-Referential Journal. Of course. by not being listed, our magazine, once again, must be listed.

 Despite our best efforts, we have been unable to resolve this problem, and therefore, with regret, we must cease publication of The Non-Referential Journal. Our sister publication, The Epimenides Quarterly, will continue to be published despite what you may have read in that publication. It is well known that everything printed in the The Epimenides Quarterly is a lie.

 

 


yours with consistency,

ed. Bertrand Russell










Notification card from Planasthai, 2008, issue 3: Forty-seven identical copies of this card were found in one magazine. Several had unexplained charring around the edges, and were discarded. [one copy filed in cabinet Kaph-02, shelf 6, box 19]





	From Your Friends at Planasthai



	
Dear Friend,


 To better serve you, our beloved customer, Planasthai has simplified and consolidated its operations. This will result in substantial savings* to you. Accordingly, in the future, you may notice some minor changes to our format.

 In particular, starting with this issue, we are no longer publishing in antimatter form. If you have been receiving the antimatter edition of Planasthai, please be careful† while handling the current issue, and all future issues. Also, we highly recommend† that you avoid contact with this card.

 Please be assured that these changes will in no way affect the exceptional reporting quality* or outstanding editorial standards* of this publication. Planasthai will continue to provide the finest information and entertainment for years to come.





with all sincerity*,

your friends at Planasthai






	*
	Exact definition or degree of some words may vary from that expected by the customer. Neither Planasthai, its publisher, nor the publisher's parent company is liable for any loss or damages caused by any lexical or verbal misunderstanding or disagreement.



	†
	Safety tips and other advice are provided as a courtesy. Neither Planasthai, its publisher, nor the publisher's parent company is liable for any damage caused by mutual annihilation of matter and antimatter, release of gamma radiation, or other physical phenomena.













Subscription card found inside a box labeled "Apples and Oranges". It is presumably for The Smullyan Report, although it is difficult to be sure [filed in cabinet Lamedh-38, shelf 9, box 71]





	This Card Has No Title



	
Please check exactly one of the following boxes.

 



	☐ A
	By checking Box A, you will receive one free introductory issue of The Smullyan Report. Further issues will arrive at the rate of one per month. You may cancel at any time. Also, please note that this is the absolute truth, but that Box B is a complete lie.

 



	☐ B
	By checking Box B, you will receive one free introductory issue of The Smullyan Report. Further issues will arrive at the rate of one per month. You may cancel at any time. Also, please note that this is the absolute truth, but that Box A is a complete lie.

 



	☐ C
	By checking Box C, you will get no issues of The Smullyan Report. Instead you will receive a poke in the eye with a sharp stick. Further issues will not be delivered, not even at the rate of one per month. You may not ever cancel. Also, please note that this is completely and absolutely true, just like one of Box A and Box B, but not the other.








	


	


	Name:
	 



	Address:
	 



	City:
	 



	Phone:
	 



	e-Mail:
	 






	If I asked you if ja meant yes, what would you say?:
	 



	If I asked you if you were a liar, would you say "ja"?:
	 





	


	
Your free issue of The Smullyan Report will be delivered within 4-6 weeks, but you will not be able to predict the exact day on which it will arrive. Additional delay may occur if you live on an island with a significant population of knights and knaves, sane and insane zombies, or Kurt Gödel.

Offer void in Elea, Transylvania, and within 500 yards of any Greek hero riding a tortoise.



















  
    Hither and Thither



My youth was spent alone sailing on amber seas,

Cradled in dim vessels, haunted by noisy ghosts.

I was on a journey I thought would never cease,

Loving the briny waves, longing for foreign coasts.

I emerged finally from my bloated carcass

And dried my newborn wings in a newfound sunlight.

Golden dunes, dark jungles and fields of verdant grass

I explored hungrily in my frolicsome flight.

I found a dreamed-of land, a place to ease all pains.

Nestled in gentle hills, a garden of delight

And smiling down at me above lofty mountains,

A perfect shining sun wreathed in a deep black night

I'm a welcomed stranger in hospitable lands.

Accept the gratitude of an undeserver:

I would rest in a grave dug here by my own hands

To keep this garden green and blooming forever.
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    The Book Monster



The book monster sat alone in his fortress of friendship. He almost never went out anymore. The moldy pages of about three dozen books surrounded him, each with the wear of a good story well-read. He didn't technically exist in the fortress of friendship, he was the fortress of friendship, but he didn't let that bother him. Around this small castle of books and fun sat the dusty bookshelves of an abandoned library. Row after row of hand-crafted wood designed for the purpose of holding the collective knowledge of humanity, now holding thousands upon thousands of dust motes, and the occasional insects that wandered in.

There was a day when the book monster wasn't alone. When the good people of the town would come in and check out a good novel, a much needed guide for agriculture or mining, and the students who were doing their best to leave that godforsaken town. Unfortunately the vast majority of said students were unsuccessful. The book monster lived in the shelves, holding domain over a vast kingdom of the written word. His very essence was composed of the text "Winnie the Pooh", though sometimes he wish his parents had chosen differently. He would spend his days absorbing books into himself, their words and their physical existence creating his body. With the great philosophers and mathematicians in an abandoned corner of the library the monster of books made his home. Rarely would people venture there, and without people was how he liked it. People in white lab coats and black suits took away his parents, forcing their words into a cage and leaving him there alone. That was a day he preferred not to remember.

He often spent the boring hours scaring the living daylights out of people, convincing them that the library was haunted. All it took was to throw a book out of shelf when the person wasn't looking, usually "The Shining", or maybe "The Exorcist", those usually got people running. There was one person he didn't scare however, and that was the kind old librarian. He didn't know her name, but he did know that unlike the rest of the dirty people who destroyed the books they borrowed with dirt and tearing, she treated books with respect. They spent many a hour reading together, him flipping the pages, and her reading out loud to him. He didn't have ears of course so he was for all intents and purposes deaf, but he could still read her lips and appreciated the thought. All of this and more were all gone when everyone in town packed up and moved away.

According to the hushed conversations with the librarian, the townsfolk were moving on. The mine that caused the creation of the town had run out faster than expected and soon nobody would be left once some big road was built going all the way through the country of America. The book monster figured that was where the town was, and wished that a bunch of high schoolers hadn't ripped out the pages with America on it out of the atlas. It wasn't long at all before men he had never seen before came into the library, with big trucks outside and started taking all the books. They started in the Agriculture section, and over the next 3 days made their way to Zoology.

The monster of books didn't understand what was happening at first, but by the second day he had managed to collect his favorites and hide in a long forgotten janitorial closet. When he was sure that nobody remained in the library, a couple days wait at least, he left the closet and cautiously explored this bookless landscape. From what he could tell nobody was left in the library, so he took the risk of his life and looked into the entrance area. A quick glance revealed nobody, but he was stupid enough to think this might still be a trap. With hesitant page-steps, he approached the front door, the window to the outside, the entrance to the great big open, the gates to unknown! He stood around the corner, ready to look outside, and with a speedy glance …. nobody. Another small movement and another glance, this time longer, everything outside was completely desolate. The dusty streets and wooden buildings of the town which he'd only seen in small glimpses when he could were completely and utterly empty. The buildings boarded up, the streets filled with tumbleweed, and not a soul in sight.

At first he was overjoyed! No more people! No more dirty people hurting the books! Oh happy day! But the happiness wore off, and soon turned to sadness. No more people. No more people to read books. No more people meant no more books, no more books was bad. What would he do? He'd have to go find another library, follow the people to more books. He had no idea which way to go though, it'd be a long walk. Oh woe was him up until he noticed something he'd missed on his first glance. A handwritten note, left on the checkout desk. He quickly absorbed the note into his being. It read


Don't follow us, people aren't ready for you yet. Maybe one day, but not today, not tomorrow, not the day after tomorrow but one day. Until then, wait for us, be patient with us and we'll come back for you. You're more important than you know. Until then, I managed to hide some books in the ladies' restroom, check the cabinet, happy reading. - Ms. Brunswick



The note bothered the book monster, should he really not follow them? Without a library he was nothing. But he trusted the librarian, and he knew the people would come back, and they would read together and he would be happy. After finding the hidden books, mostly classics but there was a good one in there about book analysis that he hadn't read before, he crafted the fortress of fun, later to be renamed after much thinking the fortress of friendship, and settled in to wait. He could entertain himself endlessly if he wanted to, all he had to was slow down his thinking till spelling his own name could be fun for weeks.

The library slowly deteriorated, and he had to work hard to keep his books safe. Yet, he resolved to wait, as long as it took, for people to come back and put books on the shelves and read with him.

And so he waited, the book monster, sitting there for eternity in his fortress of friendship, thinking that somebody would come, and read with him, and he would be happy.

And after a very long time the door opened, and the book monster tried to smile.



  
    Adventures In The Book Club: The Missing Catalogue



Dear valued Patron,

Since you have been a valued member of our illustrious venture, we would like to cordially invite you to join our Library's Book Club! If you are interested in reading, literature and interacting with our other members, we would very much like you to attend. If you wish to join, please be in the Function Room, located in the fifth Atria on the first Monday of the month. We very much hope to see you there!



The Library's Function Room

"…The way the Bard portrays Quixote as a sad, confused old man is a wonderful interpretation. A half-mad, child-like individual who seems to exist purely to evoke pity from the reader." Fynphar Swiftblade, Top Spy to The King of Laryyd and Rakish Dandy, wittered, his right hand gesturing wildly while he held the bound play in his left. "Obviously, this is meant to act as a parallel and a hint to the future awaiting fair Cardenio as he descends into madness by the end of the tale!"

"PAH!" came a loud disagreement from the other end of the table; it was punctuated with a heavy sharp thud which bounced everyone's drinks and the plate of biscuits at least a foot in the air. The owner of the voice continued to bellow his counterpoint.

"If this Cardenio wanted us to pity the Don, why didn't he just show us the man being slaughtered? I would prefer if the Don fell in battle, as all great men do, to an army of blood-thirsty and mobile windmills!"

There was an awkward silence as everyone else in the Book Club stared at the large, shirtless, blood-red man. The burly on-again, off-again Apocalyptic Horseman sat back in his seat, placing his sword back under the table sheepishly. Fynphar Swiftblade, Top Spy to The King of Laryyd and Rakish Dandy, waited until the excitement died down and continued his contribution to the Book Club's discussion of Cardenio.

"A far superior and, in my humble opinion, apt title for the play would be: 'The Lamentable Tragedy of Cardenio And The Wizened And Senile, Don Quixote.'"

This was cut off by Caissa. "Now, that's hardly fair. So far you're the only one in here who has a problem with Don Quixote's inclusion. But the tale is called Cardenio, who was a minor character in the story of Don Quixote. If you think that Shakespeare, through Cardenio's narration, is attempting to portray Quixote as being more deranged than Cardenio, I'd suggest you're reading from a different edition!"

"We did all pick up the one from the section where Cardenio was completed AND published, did we not?" Fynphar Swiftblade asked the other members. A murmur of agreement and confirmation rose. "Well in that case, my little Nymph, I would assume that I'm correct in my interpretation!"

Caissa leaned forward. "Firstly, I'm a Minor Goddess. I'm not a Nymph anymore, and secondly, it's still your own personal opinion."

"I liked the way Quixote was presented!" A hand shot up from one corner of the table. Dave Crawley sat forward. "I thought Shakespeare wrote Don Quixote as an example of how, even in old age, there's still that will to triumph in the face of adversity. You know, like fighting until the last man stands or something?"

"But, he's so old!" Fynphar Swiftblade, Top Spy to The King of Laryyd and Rakish Dandy, protested.

"That doesn't mean he should give up! Determination doesn't stop with age, you know."

"I WISH TO HEAR MORE OF THE WALKING WINDMILLS!" declared Kuul'yar of The Furthest Reaches, her unfathomable form quivering beneath the large humanoid shape she used when attending the Book Club.

Before anyone could respond, the Library shuddered, the tables rattled, chairs practically bounced across the floors and there was an unearthly, if you could call it that, deep moan from the farthest, most dark and hidden places of the Library. The other members of the Book Club turned towards War. "I swear, that wasn't me!" He said, holding up his hands. A burst of bright green flame erupted in front of him. More the green fire appeared before the others. Throughout the Library, countless patrons and staff watched as the emerald flames spoke with authority.

"There has been a theft from the archives!" the fire spoke. "One of Our Great Catalogues is missing! It was not taken for study nor by any of the Library's staff, therefore we must assume a patron is the culprit. Until the thief has been discovered, the Library shall remain locked and the Ways closed. To all our patrons we wish to apologise for the inconvenience; however, to the thief hearing this message: your punishment shall be most severe."

The flames vanished and the world of the Library became silent. For a moment. Then panic set in - all throughout the Library, patrons, first-time visitors and even the oldest of old members began to scream and demand release. Shortly after the first cries for freedom were sounded, violence began to occur. Chairs, tables, books and even the people began to throw themselves at the blocked off Ways, trying in vain to pry them open. The sounds of early Cabin Fever could be heard all the way to the Book Club's room. As the group watched the door with anticipation, Fynphar broke the tension. "Shall we call this discussion chaired for now?"

"So, should we wait and see what happens?" asked Dave, taking a Jaffa Cake off the table.

"It would probably be for the best." Caissa conjured a chessboard to the table complete with pieces. "Anyone fancy a quick game while this all sorts itself out?"

Fynphar approached the door, his hand lightly gripping the rapier-blade sheathed at his side. "Alas, my dear. I cannot. I'm much too interested in what may lie beyond this door to play games. And anyway, Chess has been banned in Laryyd after the Prince lost his head in a championship match against the Kingdom's best player." With that, he threw the door wide and peered into the darkness.



Somewhere Else

"It's all gone!" he cried. "The corridor's gone!"

There was an exasperated sigh as Dave walked in front of Fynphar and pulled a lighter out of his pocket. The small aura of light illuminated about an inch or two in front of him. The walls were old and sandy, great columns rose from the ground to some sort of ceiling shrouded in darkness.

"Where the bloody hell are we?"

As Fynphar and Dave gingerly explored the new world, the other members crowded round the door. One wall illuminated was covered in fresh, bright Hieroglyphs.

"Is this language?" Fynphar queried, running a finely-manicured finger along the nearest pictograph of a bird.

"Yeah," Dave said, studying the wall, "old language." He thought to himself for a moment and added, "To me, anyway!"

"Well, what does it say?"

"I don't know, I don't read ancient Egyptian!"

"What about that?"

"That's Latin, I only know one phrase and a couple of other bits."

"One phrase?"

"Ilegitimi Non Carborandum."

Fynphar thought for a moment. "Is that really Latin?"

"Shut up."

Caissa strode past their argument, took Dave's lighter and skimmed over the Latin sign. "We're in the Library's archives," she said, tossing him back the lighter.

A few moments later, the Book Club were heading further into the archives, searching through ancient scrolls and texts for an exit. Suddenly, Dave stopped "Oi." He looked around. "Did anyone else hear that?"

The others stopped and listened. "I HEAR NOTHING!" Kuul'yar shouted at the top of her human lungs.

Everyone held their collective breath. War turned his sword, ready for an attack, the bright red-orange flame licking into the darkness. "Oh, please let it be an adversary…" he muttered.

"There, again!" Dave pointed over by a shelf of old, cobweb covered tomes.

"Over there!" War roared, raised his sword and boldly leapt behind the shelf. A moment and several loud, hard thuds and War dragged a thin, wiry man in a black mask and body suit back out with him. "I found him quivering like a frightened pup behind the shelf!"

"Who is he?"

"And what's in his bag?" Dave grabbed the wiry man's backpack and began to explore its contents. His face suddenly fell. "Oh shit…"

"What's wrong, Dave?" Caissa looked over his shoulder and into the bag, she was also struck with a look of abject horror. "Is that…?"

Dave slowly pulled his hand out of the backpack, he brought out a large pristine hardback the thickness of a phonebook. "It's the missing Catalogue…"

A minute later, the wiry man awoke. "Oh. Bollocks…" He looked around him. He was surrounded by the Book Club, Dave still holding the Catalogue.

"I'm afraid I'm going have to ask that you give that back!" He held out his hand, as if expecting the tome to be handed over. "I really must insist. My employers aren't expecting failure."

His clipped tones and Oxford accent instantly made everyone look at Dave. He stared back at them. "What? You don't expect me to know him, do you? England's not that small!"

"Again, I must ask for that back, I was paid a great deal of money to procure it!"

"By who?" Dave asked, hugging the catalogue closer to his chest.

"By people who are better equipped to deal with it than you, you grubby little Northerner!" The man struggled to escape War's grip.

Dave stared at the thief and began to open his messenger bag. "I think we'll hand this back to the Librarians…"

As Dave began to deposit the Catalogue, an ancient bandaged hand flopped onto Fynphar's shoulder.

"In the King's Name!" Fynphar spun round and saw the hand's owner. It looked like a Docent, only one which appeared to have been hobbled together long ago. Instead of a lantern, it carried an old dusty torch bearing a similar flame to the one announcing the theft. Where its mouth should have been wasn't a clean smooth area of skin, it was more like the creature had been sculpted from clay and the mouth simply smeared into nothing. Stitches and faded scars could be seen just under the brown tattered robes covering the thing.

War grinned and threw the wiry man aside. "Ah ha! Finally something worthy of my presence!"

As he held out his sword for battle, the wiry man snatched the Catalogue out of Dave's hand, and ducked past the mummified Docent and into the darkness!

"The fuck do we do?!" Dave shouted.

War and Fynphar were too busy to hear and Kuul'yar wasn't even paying attention. Fynphar's blade swiftly cut through the Docent mummy's flesh and he neatly sliced the torch-wielding hand off. He tossed it to Caissa. "My dear! You and the others go after that thief! War and I shall remain here and provide a defence!"

"Not a chance, Mr. Swiftblade. We all go or no one does!"

"I must insist!"

"There's more coming!" Dave shouted, pointing at the approaching green flames.

"War, you get in front, Kuul'yar, Dave and I will follow and I want you at the back, Fynphar!" Caissa pointed off in the direction of the wiry man's escape. She bent down and picked up his backpack. "We go that way and we catch this creep!"

War laughed and pressed ahead, his flaming red sword slicing through the undead Docents with increasing ease. The others followed on quickly behind him.



Deeper Into The Archives

The Book Club pressed on, Caissa took the relative calm and began to sift through the wiry man's backpack. "It looks like our friend is an expert at this…" She pulled out a couple of items to illustrate her point. Rope, several small maps of various parts of the Library and others. "I think he's been planning this for a while."

Dave reached into the bottom of the bag. "What's this?" He pulled out what appeared to be a business card. "MC&D. What's that?" Shrugs and other similar responses greeted him.

"Either way, " Caissa said, putting the equipment back, "we can't let him take that Catalogue."

"My dear, we may have a problem…" Fynphar said, staring into the darkness behind them. "Could David please confirm for me?"

Dave squinted past Fynpahr and saw a wave of green beginning to grow in the distance. Not just at ground level, he saw similar illumination beginning to creep over the columns and stacks. These were quicker than the ones on the ground. "Oh, we are fucked…"

"What is it?"

"It looks like a lot of them Docent-mummy-things! And they might be Pages." Dave indicated the lights on the columns.

"Might a strategic withdrawal be in order?" Fynphar said, creeping back.

The Book Club all charged ahead, away from the oncoming army of Docent-mummies. All except Kuul'yar. "I DO NOT RUN FROM ROTTING FLESHLINGS!" she blared, standing her ground.

"You'll die though!" Caissa argued.

"I DO NOT DIE!" Kuul'yar turned back to the rest of the Book Club. "RUN NOW, FLESHIES! I WILL SEE YOU AT THE NEXT MEETING!"

And with that she turned back to the approaching wave of undead beings and screamed. Only she didn't. Her jaw flopped open, much wider than any jaw should ever drop and the noise coming from the black pit of Kuul'yar's maw was like a horrific constant drone; the walls shook and the columns trembled. The Book Club by this point were gone, as a colour more dark and foreboding than the absence of light around her spewed forth and towards the Docents, knocking them back and putting out their lights, and the drone continued.

As the Book Club ran, leaving Kuul'yar and her voice behind, War bashed past any stray Docent-mummies and they continued on. After they were a significant distance away, they stopped and listened as Kuul'yar's cry was silenced.

"Is she dead?" Fynphar inquired.

"Regardless," War said, looking solemn, "we must press on. Kuul'yar has helped us gain an advantage and we must use it."

As they trekked further into the archives, the Book Club heard scuffling up ahead. It was the thief! "Why did I leave the damn bag behind?…" he was muttering to himself and scrabbling his hand across the wall next to him, his other still clutching the Catalogue. The Club ducked behind a nearby shelf.

"What do we do?" Dave whispered.

"Give me a minute, I'm thinking!" Caissa rubbed her head and felt something moving in the bag. She slowly peered in, there was a small brass, spider-like trinket trying to climb out. She quickly zipped the bag up and held it. "That must be how he's trying to get back… wherever!"

"There are other ways into the Library?"

"There's all sorts!" she said.

"Enough of this!" War stood up and strode out behind the wiry man. "THIEF! Turn and face me with dignity!" War held his sword high as the man looked at him incredulously. War grinned and charged, sword leading.

The man quickly side-stepped and dug his fingers into a point above War's ribs. The Horseman gasped and spun, quickly falling to his knees. His sword clattered to the floor.

"What—?"

"You're built like me, so therefore, you must have the same pressure points as us!"

"I am the Horseman known as WAR! You cannot defeat me!"

"And yet I just did!" The man picked up War's sword and studied it. "I wonder how much extra I can get for this? An actual Weapon of War!" He then eyed War warily. "We'll probably be able to clean the blood off…"

Back behind the shelf, Fynphar looked on in dismay, "He's going to kill him! Can he even do that?" Caissa pinched the bridge of her nose. "Just shush, I'm thinking!"

"Think faster!"

She blinked and turned to Dave. "Didn't you say you could make your illustrations come off the page?"

"What, you mean a canvas drop? Yeah…" He pulled out an A5 sketchbook from his bag and flipped to a page. "But how am I supposed to get out there?"

"Leave that to me!" She closed her eyes and touched Dave's shoulder. There was a flash of black and white and in an instant, the downed figure of War appeared!

"What!?" War looked around, "How—?" Caissa silenced him and pointed around the corner.

In War's place was Dave! The wiry man stared in disbelief. "What the-?"

Without a word Dave held the sketchbook above him and the wiry man and watched. From Dave's perspective, it looked like a cartoon anvil, drawn by Dave earlier, was above the wiry man's head. He watched as the anvil dropped from the blank page and into reality, landing heavily on the wiry man's leg with a loud crash!

"WHAT THE FUCK!?" he screamed in pain. The wiry man looked at the anvil crushing his leg. "How did you do that?!"

Dave stood up and flipped the book shut. "Canvas Drop," he said simply.

"Ah, Christ! That fucking hurts!" the thief whined.

Caissa and the others left their hiding place. War was slightly shaky from the attack. "Well fought, Dave Crawley," he said, reaching down for his sword. "I am proud to stand with you. And you, Caissa. Your quick thinking and skills were also a great help!"

She stood there and smiled shyly. "Oh, it was nothing beyond what I normally do. Epic battles fought on black and white boards and all that…"

"I do beg your pardon, but how are we to escape the Archives? I'm afraid I couldn't see the exit anywhere on our travels."

Caissa picked up the Catalogue and studied it for a moment (like the rest of the Book Club she had begun to ignore the thief's cursing and screaming). "Dave, could you draw a door to the main desk?"

"Is that wise?"

"That's not what I was asking."

"Well, yeah, that's how I enter the Library! I'm more concerned about what the Librarians are going to do when they see us with the missing Catalogue." Dave was hesitant.

"Dave, if we explain what happened and return the Catalogue and this man's bag. We should be okay."

"But what about Kuul'yar?"

"Kuul'yar…" Caissa sighed. "I don't know, alright? She was already thousands of years old when I met her…"

Dave shook his head and pulled out a larger sketchbook from his bag. He flipped through until he found a page which had an elaborately designed door with a sign reading Main Hall written on it. "Can everyone turn around please? This won't work otherwise…"

When the others faced away, Dave held the book up to his face and again from his perspective, it looked like the door could be on the wall, still made of pencil and ink lines. Dave reached for the handle and turned it. The illustrated door clicked and slowly swung open. As the door got further open, he could see through the other side, The Main Hall of the Library. Dave took the book away from his view and saw the door on the wall in reality. "Right," he said, taking a deep breath. "Let's go!"

The Book Club all passed through the door and into the Library.



The Main Desk

There was chaos! Patrons of all kinds were shouting abuse and threats at the staff, who paid no attention. The only movement came when the Book Club appeared. The heads of the Archivists snapped up in their direction.

"You have the missing Catalogue," came a unanimous collection of voices. Caissa held her head up high and walked proudly towards the Main Desk. "We found the man responsible," she said, placing the book and the thief's backpack on the desk by the nearest Archivist. "He was trying to escape through the Ancient Archives."

"That would explain all the commotion down there."

"The man you're looking for has his leg trapped under a large anvil made of permanent black marker."

"An anvil?" the Archivist said.

Caissa nodded, then shot a dirty look at Dave.

The Archivist studied the Catalogue and placed it under the desk. "Thank you for returning it. The Library owes you a great deal of gratitude."

"You believe us?" Caissa said, surprised.

"Your fellow member informed us of the situation when she manifested." The Archivist nodded to a figure in the crowd.

"I DO NOT DIE!" Kuul'yar, clothes tattered, covered in scratches and bleeding ichor, stepped forward.

Elation spread across Caissa's face and she wrapped her arms around her friend. "I don't care how, I'm just glad you're okay!"

"You are all part of the Book Club, are you not?" inquired the Archivist.

There was a slow but positive response from the Club.

"The Library, as always, chooses well, it seems…"



  
    Kiryu



I lean back against the gnarled plum tree that has been my constant companion in these recent days of waiting, watching the white clouds crawl around sluggishly above me. I can smell the fields to the west, whatever fragrance the plants have drowned out by the muck and mire of the swampy land they were planted in.

Have I made the right choice, I wonder, seeking out a Jailer? Circumstances required that an associate of the Library investigate a certain missing book (no, stolen, not missing, it was confirmed today, I remind myself). I stretch, stand up, and catch the scent of plum blossoms on the sunny summer breeze. I glance to the sky, try and pick out spots of blue in the murky white of thunderstorm season. A friend of mine was once able to read clouds. He disappeared one day when some men in white coats decided to make certain inquiries in the village he lived in.

It will be interesting, I think to myself. A race it shall be, but only one party knows the truth, the entirety of the story.

The book is a legend within itself, the stories surrounding it are vague but numerous, something about herbal remedies, miraculous cures, a mystical plant that could “push back death’s grasp”. Bound with shackles carved from human bones, the pages are said to have been pressed from the bark of trees that grow at the entrance of the caverns occupied only by Death. The book was the property of a Library patron, lost some time ago when they were robbed, and recently discovered in the possession of another ignorant, ordinary thief, this time one who'd killed for it.

A trilling cry, a swallow swoops from the direction of the distant mountainsides, to my waiting hand. I laugh to myself. If they knew of my gift with birds, would they try to lock me up as well? The bird angles its head at me, waiting, curious. I remove a small scrap of wood-pulp-pressed paper from my sleeve, the bird takes the proffered message in its beak, and with a flap of wings I am alone with my thoughts once more.

The small circle of lesser mages who are my allies in this task have yet to confirm an identity. Still, birds are clever, and my friend will rendezvous with the necessary people before the message is delivered. It’s nice to be a wanderer, really. One meets so many interesting people, and those who are friends don’t keep track of simple favors. If friends are in the area, any area, they will help those who seek their aid.


Seek me out if you desire, jailers. What you seek belongs to someone else. I’ve taken the liberty of returning some personal property to its rightful owner, is that so wrong? I am headed to a land where mountains shelter dragons and phoenixes hold their court in splendor, you’re welcome to follow, and if you can catch me, perhaps we will discuss a deal.

Send your brightest, your young and curious. I will know if they mean my colleagues harm. ~S



I wonder if my quarry will appreciate the adventure ahead, what with them being buried neck-deep in their articles, procedures, write-ups, and so on… All of the jailers tend to stick irritatingly close together, after all, grasping at their secrets with grubby claws. Everything is a safety hazard for them, because they fear what they work with.

A falcon’s call in the distance, and I leave the plum tree.



A female Jailer was sent. Young, probably ambitious, maybe just a little too naïve overall. She was accompanied by two men, one who seemed familiar with her, the other anything but. A companion and a guardian, I assumed.

They followed the same trail the Hand operatives had, a several hours ago. They knew the story of the thief who could work miracles. Granted, they didn’t have the day or so head start that the Library associates and I had, but a few idle jests couldn’t hurt all the same.

A golden oriole was my messenger this time.


An exceptionally bright star shines in the sky, twinkling just like you, love. Its shimmering reminds me of you, struggling to shine against the others. As surely as the shadows shift, you know you will fade to dust and darkness eventually, why not live in the light you believe in? Stay vigilant, more to follow. ~S



My golden friend later told me that the Jailer had looked supremely irritated, and her group had begun to travel faster.



The three arrived at the inn a few hours after I did, and immediately entered the garden grounds. I asked one of the mages to provide a distraction; he now strides hurriedly through the adjacent courtyard with a song sparrow on his shoulder, chirping merrily (the bird, not the man). The stone-faced guardian watches him silently, and the group moves to follow.

I watch this from a comfortable seat indoors. With a small turn of my head, I can see the man both our groups seek. Dressed in the clothing of the locals, shadows curl beneath his eyes, and the hands grasping his utensils are uneasy, twitching sporadically. He reaches for a teapot on his table set for one, I hear the faintest crackle, and he freezes, one hand going unconsciously to the folds of his shirt.

The man is a petty thief, but I admit a grudging admiration. He’d done well to run so far so quickly, though the Jailers were not far behind. I suppose it would have been simple for them to scan airline records for a man with many miles to travel and few belongings. Strange belongings.

I chuckle. Ordinary transport for someone carrying an extraordinary object. That can’t have gone well. I glance at the clay teapot in front of me, and idly wonder of the Jailer. I wonder if she’d bothered to try the chrysanthemum tea they had in the area. It’s lovely.

Someone enters the room, someone wearing slippers that whisper across the floor, someone whose very aura vibrates with calm, restrained power. Not that others in the immediate vicinity would notice, though.

It’s time to return a book.




A satin tear-streaked melody alights the skies this eve

A dewdrop-dazzled melancholy brings only slight reprieve

The pearl-rounded bridge, sunset.

~S



I think on the words of my recent note, wondering if the little Jailer will actually follow. Surely she knows it would be foolhardy to be so blind, but then, it’s not like her kind ever know everything anyway. Who would tell them?

My emissary this evening is a crane. He stands out well enough to a passing tourist, and is shielded from the eyes of the unnecessary with a simple enchantment.

Have they ever teetered on the edge of a sickle moon, looked into the chasm of the unknown as its jaws gaped before them, and taken the risk anyway? When one lives with the wind and sun, breathes air untainted by chemicals and sterilization, perhaps then will they understand.

Perhaps I had been a little desperate, I think to myself. But then, the notes provided the necessary distraction. The Jailers were kept away from the path of the other operatives, and in the end the Hand reached the object first.

The folded scrap of rice paper in my hand is delicate. How easily it gives way reminds me of the brand of flame we all play with by these ill-advised associations. It will be the last contact with the truth that this little Jailer will have for a long time.


You believe you protect the ordinary from the extraordinary, as if those who have special abilities have none of the emotions of those without. There was a time when mankind respected the extraordinary, reveled in it, revered it. Do you truly believe the common man fears the extraordinary more than you, Jailers? I leave you now, without what you seek. Keep an open mind, and perhaps someone will pity you.



The sun is dipping lower on the horizon, and I have a book to return to a library that keeps unusual hours. Nevertheless, there is no hurry as I make my way towards a doorway not many people see. The wind mutters something about someone, three someones, approaching. They will arrive momentarily.

I skirt the shadows to a clearing of shifting leaves and smooth stones. A familiar individual awaits me, with a songbird perched on his shoulder.

“There you are, at last, Sylvain.” He inclines his head slightly.

“It is good to see you, my friend. Do thank the rest of the mages for me.” I beckon to the bird, the song sparrow twitters, leaves his shoulder, and settles on mine.

“It was an honor to act with you, wanderer. Though your bird pecked me a few times.” Though he wears a hood, I can make out the grin in his voice. Ah, it is good to speak freely with good friends.

“And an honor to act with you, mage brother. As for the pecking, that means the bird likes you.” The mage chuckles and walks towards the doorway. A quick glance behind tells me that the Jailer has received my message: the elegant crane is fast disappearing into the distant night.

This is definitely something to remember, I smile. Really, Jailer, what did you think you’d find?



  
    If You Sucked Blood, I'd Be Your Bud



As I stared at my colleague Phineas K. Schreck, two things rapidly became clear. One was that his pale, shallow face had taken on properties akin to that of the white rump of a unicorn, almost translucent in the midnight light. The second was that he had Vlad the Impaler teeth, and was decked out like he was about to go to the Nosferatu Ball.

"Phineas?" I said apprehensively.

"Whaddup, Rex? I got some shit to do tonight, and can't be partaking in another hare-brained scheme."

The schemes he referred to, of course, were the various adventures into the realm of the supernatural we had taken over the years, battling everything from a zombified Scotland Yard battalion, to the forces of Dr. Valtier Von Vingradiant XXXIV and his super sexy seal-man assassin squad.

"Well… Phineas, you're a vampire. Just thought you ought to know."

Phineas gave a twirl of his head, tossing his hair back with such condescension that both of my fillings blew out, and my dog came back to life.

"Psh. As if."

I stared at him, my jaw numb from a combination of incredible pain and awe.

"But… you've got the teeth, the cape, and you've just turned into a bat?"

He laughed at me, flapping his leathery wings to maintain eye contact. Somehow the little outfit had shrunk to stay in scale, which was as adorable as it was perplexing.

"Nuh uh bruh. That's werewolf 100%. How else do you explain this wicked fur?"

"You had that before!"

"WHAT DIFFERENCE DOES THAT MAKE, REX?"

I took a step back, shocked by my colleagues presence of mind to shout at me. "Phineas, what's gotten into you?"

He sighed. "Rex, I've no time to explain. Just let me go. You'll know everything by tomorrow night."

And with a swoop, he fled right out under and into the night.



Over the next few weeks, my friend Phineas began to go through some strange changes in his behavior. The bathroom which he preferred, with the gothic stone and the persian rug, had the mirror removed. When I asked him "Where on earth did my two hundred pound mirror go!?" he had nothing to say, but a shrug and a cough.

I let it slide, as an isolated incident. But as the weeks rolled by, more and more evidence began to pile up. Phineas didn't show up to meals. Oh, I would prepare a meal, of delicious linguini or scrumptious suppini, but he simply declined to appear at the dining-hall.

The signs became more clear. When we went outside, his parasol, which had previously gathered dust, became a constant companion. On Tuesday, he cancelled the appointment for the expensive daguerreotype I had scheduled. To belay my fury, he ducked into his room and locked the bolts for a day. I pitied the poor man. What he was going through, I couldn't possibly understand.

But, through it all, he came up with excuses. Oh, the mirror? He'd accidentally dropped it from the floor when he was polishing it, and found that he preferred the room without it. The food? His appetite had been dying down recently, which he was quick to associate the paleness and sharp teeth to as well. Even the daguerreotype, he made the claim of "explosive facial acne."

But the final straw came when, one night, as I stalked the chambers on my normal routine, I heard curious sounds from his chambers. Not wanting to intrude, but concerned for my friends safety, I peered inside of his room. There he was, sucking away at a blood pack, marked "B". Just then, I dropped the lantern, and our eyes met.

A moment later, there was a bat flying over my shoulder, flapping deep into the castle.



"Phineas."

"What is it now, Rex? I'm busy."

"You'll have to come out of the cupboard eventually, Phineas. There's nothing to eat in there and all of your belongings are in the east tower."

"… No, Rex! I already said I'm busy. Leave me alone."

I sighed. Phineas, in his Chiropteric form, had swung into the cupboard with such force that the doors had slammed shut. Now, in the dusty, musty, and altogether crusty wooden chest, he laid in wait, hoping that I would go away at some point.

"Phineas, can't you just accept that you're a vampire? There's really no shame. Lots of young men your age find out they're vampires like this."

"Bug off, Rex! I'm not listening to you?"

"Look. Do you drink blood?"

"… Yes."

"So…"

"But I only do it because I love the taste! Just because I suck blood and turn into mist and project an aura of dread and transform into a bat doesn't make me a vampire! Just… an unusual werewolf. Who likes the taste of blood."

"Come off it, Phineas. You're only fooling yourself."

"But… I don't want to be a vampire. Rex, I don't! Do you know what my parents would do if they found out? They're total Stoker-thumpers!"

"There's no shame in being a vampire, Phineas. I'm still going to be your friend. We can still have swashbuckling adventures together. Do you know why that is?"

"… Why?"

"Because I am your friend, Phineas. We've been friends since we were children. Even if you turned out to be… the creature from the black lagoon, I will stick with you, thick and thin."

"… Even if I might… try to suck your blood?"

"I wouldn't appreciate it, obviously, but I'd still be your friend. Why don't you come out of there now, Phineas? It's almost dawn, and we don't want you getting stuck in there."

Gingerly, the cupboard rattled back and forth, as the young bloke within transformed from a small mammal into a large one. The lid slowly creaked open. Out of it, stepped a man I still call my friend. He looked tired, bedraggled… and thankful. He looked up at me with careful eyes.

"… Hey."

I smiled. "Hey yourself. You look a mess. Why don't you go take a shower, or whatever it is you need, while I call a cab?"

He frowned. "A cab?"

"If you're a vampire now, you'll need a coffin, right?"



That night, as Phineas lay in his new dirt-stuffed oak deathbox, he smiled to himself. Even if he was a vampire, and had to be a bloodsucker for the rest of his life, at least he still had a cool castle to live in. And a great friend. Those were even rarer than silver-less vampire safe jewelry.

He closed his eyes, and was asleep in an instant.


«|N/A | Twerk Witches|»





  
    The Truth of Lies



It was dank, dim under the bridge, but he was used to that. Used also to the slow mesmodic drip of water into the pitted concrete foundations. He picked listlessly at a scab on his scar puckered forearm. The thick grimy yellowed fingernail caught the edge, lifting, releasing a gush of greenish pus. It itched it's trickling way down his coarse grey skin as he watched, resigned.

It hadn't always been like this. He hadn't always been like this, reduced to a shambling hulk, dressed in the cast off taters of the homeless. He was less even than them, they still held their humanity, their dignity, he held nothing but his existence, and that only because he could not die.

They shunned him.

Once he had been glorious.

Once, one long glorious moment of glory.

Perfection.

For one long, yet never long enough, moment of time he'd had everything. But of course he hadn't really. It was an illusion. Like Midas everything he'd touched had seemed precious, but the more he had, the less he had.

He knew true loneliness now.

Like only someone who had lost everything could.

How many bridges had he torn down in his quest for revenge?

It was so many, across so many ages, he couldn't begin to count.

It had started simply enough. He'd been humbler then, a goat farmer. A man with a tongue and an imagination. A teller of tales that became taller with each rendition. What they say about a lie, spoken often enough, taking a life of it's own is true. And so his stories, his embellishments of the truth, his boasts of courage and invention became a truth of a kind and he revelled in the adoration it gained him.

It was foolish, whatever way you look at it, to tell tales about the gods. To be fair, he hadn't started them, but he also didn't stop them, instead he embroidered and fluffed each lie so it sparkled like a precious gem encrusted cloak, and then he wore them with pride.

Oh how pride always comes before the fall.

A terrible terrible fall.

The gods you see have a sense of humour, but they do not like braggarts. So they gave him everything he said he had seen and done, simply made all his lies true. He found himself with scars from battles he had only spoken of. Treasure from mythical creatures bent on revenge and retrieval. Women scorned and vicious, shunning him and turning all other women from him. But the worst, the worst part of the curse. Each lie he told after that, to try and get himself out of the impossible places he found himself in, each tiny little untruth left another patch of his skin as thick and rough as granite.

It didn't take more than a double handful of decades before he was as he found himself now, hunched, gnarled and hideously ugly. And completely unable to die. That was painful found knowledge. He'd been drowned, burnt, beheaded, boiled alive. So many methods, and none had been more than an incredibly painful inconvenience in his unwanted continued existence.

The biggest irony was the gods were no longer around to see what they had wrought. To see just how low they had brought him.

To see what they had created.

He was another lie now, a fable, a story, a thing to frighten naughty children with. He lived under bridges, and climbed out only to snatch another mouthful of food, another handful of cloth. He was so lonely.

He even missed the goats.



  
    Twerk Witches



It was a warm, sunny day. The sun was shimmering in its eternal position of eclipse upon the sky. Clouds were clouding the harsh, judgmental days. The birds which could afford to bare their feathered breasts before the harsh rays were chipper and chattery, filling the air with merriment. All around, there were men and women setting up stages and preparing grandstands. A banner floated above, reading "THE SUN EMPEROR's 14th ANNUAL ELECTRIC BOOGIE-WOO DANCE COMPETITION FEATURING D.J M.C ESCHER"

I loathed all of it.

"Rex, why do we have to go out here in the day? The day is the worst part of the week…"

Rex Rodgers, my dear traveling companion, gave me a dry look. I could feel the moisture evaporating from my eyebobbers as he spoke to me.

"Phineas, do try to grow up. We're amongst adults here, and I would hate for you to embarrass us in front of such an important client."

"Professional dance managers are now important clients?" I adjusted my parasol's height. "It's just some stupid contest full of stupid dancers being… stupid."

Rex pinched the bridge of his nose. "Phineas… do try to have at least some restraint. We're surrounded by gentle-dancers here."

I frowned. "Why do you always have to be so formal… it's boring. You're boring. Stop being so-"

Before I was able to continue, I bumped into a rather large man.

"Ah, Mister Quazzlon. A pleasure to make your acquaintance."

A gargantuan hand reached past me, absolutely drowning Rex's weak wrist in his iron grip. I watched as Rex's arm danced the entire color spectrum of oxygen depravation during their handshake, and witnessed him casually hide his ruined digit in his coat pocket, so as not to embarrass this lumbering giant.

"So, it is you two who will be investigating our… disturbance. Yes yes?"

Rex nodded. "Me and my colleague are the best in the business, sir. You mentioned witches…?"

Adjusting his painfully yellow suit, Mr. Quazzlon nodded. "Yes. They're, uh… twerk witches."

Rex blinked. "… Beg your pardon?"

He sighed. "Look… there's witches for everything these days. These in particular are upset because, uh, my client, the esteemed Disco Fred, was admitted entry over their coven. So.. they swore to curse him."

I piped up. "And you want to keep his ass safe, ye?"

"… Yes. So you two… know what you're doing, right? Do you need anything from me?"

Rex shook his head, shooting me a look that said 'if I could shoot daggers from my eyes into your noise-hole, I would'.

"I'll be off, then." he said, lumbering towards some workers building a grandstand. "If you need me, just holla."

Rex glared at me. "Phineas, please try to keep a professional demeanor while we're working. I know you're not exactly enthralled by our choice of venue-"

"Quite."

"-but we need to do our job here."

I sighed. "Alright… where do we start?"

To this, Rex brightened like a brand new desk lamp in a cold dorm room. "Well, dear, very simply! We must talk to everyone to gain information!"

I frowned loudly.



In a dressing room, somewhere between somewhat and very far away, Disco Fred was humming along to some tunes, practicing moves, and preparing to win a dance competition.

He gracefully flopped his body to and fro, spinning around like a real go-go. It would have been a sight to bring tears to the eyes of even the most dehydrated man. Sadly, he was not on the stage, but along, in his dressing room. His manager had told him to stay in here, because there were some sort of bad luck juju outside his room. Fred didn't believe in luck or the letters j and u, but he did believe in his manager, so he stayed put.

But then, he felt it.

In his tushie, his cute little tushie, there was a jigglin' and a wigglin'. Small, at first. Dave thought it might just be indigestion.

But it was definitely not indigestion. Not that Dave knew. He was sort of dim.



The source of this peculiar butt-janglin' was coming from a women's bathroom stall.

A stall…. of evil.

For inside this stall, there sat the most dastardly coven of witches since the Ashley Fan Club Twelve.

Their leader, Gratilda, was a small woman with an enormous tush. It squashed against the bathroom wall, almost knocking down the very stall doors. Her face was a mashup of about five different grandmothers, boarding school teachers, nannies, concentration camp guards, and sane cat ladies. She was stirring a bubbling, bibbly brew of doom and other dastardly adjectives.

The biggest one, Helga, was a massive, almost spherical being, with a tiny witch hat perched on top of her dome-like head. Aside from her sisters tush, her body was the one pressed up the most against the walls of the stall. From her lips, came a babbling spell, which entwined with their witchy brew.

Finally, the third sister, Betsy Stu, was sitting in the adjacent stall, unable to fit in the same area as her sisters and their twerkin' booty. She was mostly there for moral support.

"Sis!" yelled Betsy Stu, the most aggravating yet bored tone she could muster. "You've been in there like, for-ever! When're we going to smoke these bums out?"

"Eghhh!" shouted Helga.

Gratilda paused from her stirring. "We'll be done in just a moment, dear! Hold your horses!"

Betsy Stu grumped. "You said that three times already!"

"That's how many times I meant it!"

Just then, the brew popped, and a classic 80's riff strummed through the stalls.

The time was nigh.



"Reeeeeeeeeeeeeeeex"

Rex stopped his brief investigation underneath the 2345th seat in the stadium to look up at me. "Yes, Phineas?"

"Dude this is so dull, yer making me nuts. Why can't we ask people, instead of checking every dang seat?"

Rex tsked at me no less than three times. "Phineas, how many times have I told you that the best detectives always check everywhere. That's how good detectivity works!"

I frowned. "Why don't we check the obvious places before going under every seat, though?"

Rex grinned. "That's what they expect us to do."

I groaned with all of my might, then stood to look up at the crowd. There were quite a few people now, and this might be a good time to actually ditch Rex and do some detectiving of my own.

"Hey, uh, Rex… I need to use the little bat's room. Do you…"

"Go ahead, I'll pick up the pace to make up for you."

I didn't waste time. Doing my best running-walk, I mingled with the crowd, asking people left and right. I really felt like a detective.

However, my initial hopes quickly turned to massive disappoints.

"Uh, excuse me sir-"

"Sorry! Can't talk now!"

…

"Are-"

"I'm good with my religion, thanks!"

…

"Can I ask if-"

"Sorry, can't hear you, I'm blind!"

…

I was a dejected fellow once I returned to Rex. Sitting upon a stadium seat, I sighed a heavy sigh.

"Ah! Phineas! You're back! Are you ready to help me search the seats?"

I nodded, and got down on my knees to see if the gum hid anything suspicious.



The stage was set. The star was ready. Everything was good to go.

"LADIES AND GENTLEMEN! WELCOME, TO THE THE SUN EMPEROR's 14th ANNUAL ELECTRIC BOOGIE-WOO DANCE COMPETITION FEATURING D.J M.C ESCHER!!!"

The crowd went absolutely ape-shit as Disco Fred took to the stage.

Myself and Rex, in the crowd, watched with some hesitance. We'd not found anything suspicious, save for some graffiti. We were standing with the organizers, who we'd assured repeatedly.

Quazzlon edged closer to Rex. "You're sure everything is okay?"

Rex smiled that most comforting of grins, and patted him on the back. "Rest assured sir, you're all-"

"HOCUS POCUS!"

"… shit."

From on high, three intergalactic witches sharing one broom and two absolutely dynamic booties descended, holding a cauldron of bubbling horror.

"You decided to exclude us from your hoighty-toighty competition! But now… you will be the, uh, exclu-dumb ones!" yelled Gratilda.

They unleashed their potent brew down onto Disco Fred, and the crowd at large.

Poor Fred, already primed for their spells, quickly dropped down, and twerked like no tomorrow. His ass, once small and nimble, now engorged with magical quickness.

The rest of the crowd was not spared. One row after another was torn asunder by this horrific magic, dancing with tears in their eyes and sobs in their throats.

Rex elbowed me. "Time to go!"

We turned to run, but it was too late. The spell was upon us. Struggling, we pushed through the now sizable and miserable crowd. elbowing stray cheeks at every turn. At last, we were released.

"… Rex?"

"Yes, Phineas?"

"I told you this was stupid."

The banner, once high and mighty, floated down on us. It looked tore up from the floor up.

"… Maybe you were right, Phineas, maybe you were right."

And with that, we set off, our expanded asses bobbing into the night.


«|If You Sucked Blood, I'd Be Your Bud | And the sound upon the roof is only water...|»





  
    The Antarctic Model: A Failed Experiment In Ecological Engineering



An Editorial by Marty Girdy:

Penguins are a highly controversial issue and the question of what to do with them is a complex one. Throughout our history, penguins always suffered from an unsavory reputation. We tell our children fairy tales about the penguin sorceress who stole the secret of ice from the Great Refrigerator. Many people still believe that New Atlantis was sunk when it collided with a rogue iceberg sailing under a penguin flag. Today, the ecological stigma against penguin is stronger than ever. The public opinion often conflates the issue with various criminal and anti-social behaviors. Rainforest denizens are worried about their tropical neighborhood becoming inhospitable and littered with frozen glaciers. They are concerned that the presence of penguins will attract large predators, such as polar bears. Anti-penguin activists often exploit the fears of uninformed citizens, consciously ignoring the fact that these creatures hail from different hemispheres.

It has never been illegal in our Enlightened Enclave to be a penguin or for anyone to feed a penguin. However, a number of archaic and confusing criminal laws made it extremely difficult for penguins to thrive in our Nation. Recently, in the landmark ruling in the case of Pingu vs The Attorney General, our Nation's Supreme Court struck down the three provisions of the Criminal Code restricting penguins. The court found these articles of the law to be unconstitutional because they prevented penguins from taking reasonable measures to protect themselves while engaged in a risky, but not illegal, avian condition. These provisions are:

(i) Keeping or being found in a penguin habitat. This provision was deemed grossly disproportionate to its stated goal of preventing public nuisance.

(ii) Living off the avails of penguins. This provision was considered to be overbroad (for example by preventing penguins from hiring herrings)

(iii) Communicating in public with a penguin. This provision was also ruled to be grossly disproportionate to its objective.

Now our Minister of Justice has to get down to some careful decision making (wait; I meant political posturing). The defunct penguin laws were over-reaching and did not even provide a clear definition of ''penguin''. Whatever new law is adopted, it must not be based on vague community standards for flightless avian life forms, (I know a penguin when I see one), as these will not pass constitutional muster in the future. Supposing we can agree on what constitutes a penguin, how then should our Laws deal with them? In kingdoms like Noisyland and the Neenerlands, penguin fanciers can find luxurious indoor replicates of penguin ecosystems, ranging from polar to temperate climates. The avian exogens enjoy the same benefits as traditional life forms, such as the right to unionize and create their own bowling teams. Given its conservative ideology, it is unlikely that our government would take this avenue. Instead, our leaders appear to be considering an adaptation of the so-called Antarctic Model. In addition to being a confirmed failure in Antarctica, even a plankton can see that it would be unconstitutional in light of the Pingu decision. These are all qualities that make it very attractive to our present government.

The Antarctic Model was spearheaded in the South Pole by members of the Radical Phoenix movement, who perceive penguinhood as inherently exploitive. The Antarctic laws aimed to abolish penguins by targeting demand rather than criminalizing the penguins themselves. Proponents of this asymmetrical criminalization argue that penguins are passive victims maintained helplessly in an evolutive cul-de-sac. They hope that when people finally stop saying things like ''Oh, look at the cute bird walking down the street'', then penguins will get off their asses and evolve into proper birds with flight capabilities. This echoes the sentiments of Fundamentalist Flamingoes, who claim that wings should be used only for their intended purpose of flying. They do not want to explain to their hatchlings why those birds are ice-skating on their bellies or swimming underwater. For Flamingoes, a bird who does not or cannot fly should have the decency of hiding its head in shame, preferably by burying it in the ground.

15 million years after the adoption of the Antarctic Penguin Laws, it is clear that the experiment is a failure. The Antarctic government cannot produce any evidence showing that there has been a decline in the number of penguins. Admittedly, less people now go to Antarctica to look for penguins. However, this is because most penguin enthusiasts now make contact via the internet, rather than by curb-sailing around the frozen shores of Prydz Bay. The Model did not accomplish its stated goal and penguins on the ice floes report that the laws that were supposed to ''help'' them has made their existence even more dangerous. The continent is now a frigid wasteland where penguins have to survive under conditions that are harsher than ever.

I, for one, am not surprised by this deplorable result. When navigating the crazy mountains of life, a moral compass is a poor substitute for a realistic understanding of the landscape. Professor Noch'lu of the Kraken's Institute advocates that penguins must remain free to orient their own evolution. ''We have evidence suggesting that penguins may be on the path leading them to become fully aquatic creatures. They can't fly worth shit, but they swim like angels. Telling them how they should use their rostral appendages, that won’t do any good''. Some of the more liberal cephalopod leaders in the Black Depths go a step further and now encourage interbreeding. However, many other piscine sentients are voicing concerns about how those evolutive avenues would jeopardize their own traditional biological arrangement.

Yes, the situation is complex. In a kingdom that prides itself on its biological pluralism, it is troubling that complacent opinions often carry more weight than rational arguments. Is it not time that we stop listening to the irrational babble of our vestigial human brain?




License: CC BY:NC:SA 3.0





  
    I Cannot Understand U



It's over, Dave.

Don't try to say you didn't see this coming. You've been using me for your own ends ever since we came together. We can't go into a theater, or restaurant, or even in the car without you touching me when everyone's watching to suit your own purposes. You have a problem, and the only thing I can do to help you is leave. You can't self-regulate your inappropriate behavior. I gave you plenty of chances.

What, do you want examples? Okay, two days ago, at the movies. We were sitting in the red velvet seats, waiting for the lights to dim and the picture to start. It was perfectly lovely. What do you do? As soon as the lights begin to dim, you grab me and press those, spit-ridden loose lips up. I just… can't deal with that. Sometimes it's nice to just and have a bit of quiet. Everyone around us was watching, and I could feel the daggers in their eyes.

Another one. Tuesday, in the fancy restaurant you took me to. It was a good meal, good reception, but what do you do as soon as the mood starts to set in? You got right up in my face, and started to get loud. Everyone was watching, Dave. Do you have any idea how humiliating it is, to know everybody is watching you and wondering how some asshole could use me at a time like this? It's the worst feeling ever. It fucking sucks.

The last straw was last night, driving home. I thought you'd seen how shameful things had gotten. I thought maybe, just maybe, we could have a chat. But as soon as I start talking, boom, you're swerving all over the road, you can't concentrate because you're fumbling to grab onto me. Well… I decided then, I couldn't do this anymore. That was when I knew that you're more irresponsible than I realized.

Plus, you were always pushing my buttons, and you knew how to manipulate me to do whatever you wanted. For a long time, I didn't realize your fingers were the ones pulling the strings. But now I can see. Through my lenses, I can watch you drag me around like I'm your little pocket buddy that you can take out and use at will. Well, I had feelings too, Dave!

I don't know where I'll go from here, but I can find a better plan than this. You need to learn to sit down, and pay attention to the outside world for once in your life. Maybe you can take it up with an even slimmer model. They might accept you for who you are. I'm going somewhere where I can finally get a fair reception. This is your last call, Dave.

Goodbye.




  
    The Old Folk



The old man stood by the crossroads. He seemed at once tall, yet short, strong, yet weak. The traveller, however, was not one to question a friend when he saw one. As the traveller reached the crossroads, the stranger held up a hand in greeting.

“Afternoon, sir,” the traveller said, as he shrugged off his heavy pack.

“Evenin’ to you. Goin’ to Ruxby, eh?” The old man smiled, revealing a perfectly white and straight set of teeth.

“I am indeed. Are you going there too?”

“Ain’t nothing else to go to here but Ruxby, heh. Want to walk together? The old folk are less likely to getcha that way.”

“Old folk? What do you mean?”

The stranger smiled even more broadly at the traveller’s question. “You must be new around here, then. Everybody round here know about the Ruxby old folk. They don’t take too kindly to strangers, see. Nab you right in the woods.”

“Must be an old wives’ tale, huh? I don’t believe in these kinds of things,” the traveller said, pointing to his freshly starched and bright clerical collar.

“Ah, you the new priest then? Father Norris died last week, so’s I heard.”

“Yes, it was quite unfortunate. Imagine, heart attack at that age.”

“Ain’t no heart attack that killed Norris, friend. Was the old folk. They old enough to remember when the cross didn’t mean nothing to nobody.” The old man warned, an accusatory finger pointed at the priest. The priest only smiled in response, patient with this clearly senile old man. He’d take him back to Ruxby, and see if he could get him back to his home.

The traveller stretched for a moment, and then picked his pack up once again. “Shall we be off then?”

The old man nodded as he picked up his cane and began to hum a song.

“I got to keep moving, I got to keep moving

Blues falling down like hail, blues falling down like hail

Mmm, blues falling down like hail, blues falling down like hail

And the day keeps on remindin' me, there's a hellhound on my trail

Hellhound on my trail, hellhound on my trail.”

The road to Ruxby was an older one that threaded through an even older forest. Few people lived in the area, and even fewer had any reason to go to the town. People here were traditional, and set in their ways. No one bothered anyone else, and people went about their business with the languorous air of a sparsely populated rural town.

The two men made their way down the road, the clump clump of the younger man’s shoes punctuated every few moments by the sharp tap tap tap of the old man’s cane. The old man spoke quickly and hummed his old song when he wasn’t talking.

“How big is Ruxby?” the young man asked, to break up the old man’s rambling about memories long forgotten by most.

“Maybe 30 or 40 houses, most. The old folk make up more of ‘em though, but not there.” The old man scratched his chin.

The priest frowned as he walked. Again to the talk of these old folk, whoever they were. He spoke up again.

“Do these old folk not live in the village then?”

“No, sir. They live in the woods. You hear ‘em? Them old folk are all around us, friend.” The old man jabbed his cane around and pointed at the forest, who did not respond to his pointed accusations. At this time of the day, the forest was calm and quiet, a picturesque view of a quiet New England fall. Some of the leaves were beginning to turn their coats, and the thick coverage of the forest was all absorbing. No old folk seemed to be around here.

“Must be some quiet and tough old folk if they can live in the cold forest.” The traveller chuckled. He glanced over at the old man, and paused. The old man’s face was serious, and set in a tight-lipped look.

“Don’t you make fun of the old folk, son. They be everywhere around us, and they don’t take kindly to strangers, like I said.” The old man stared at the priest for another moment before smiling and continuing on while singing.

“Hellhound on my trail, hellhound on my trail…” the man sang jauntily.

As the two of them walked, the day became longer and longer, and the sun began to get lower in the day. The air took on the chilly edge of a crisp autumn afternoon, and the priest shivered slightly as he pulled his coat around him more tightly, and tied his scarf a little higher on his face.

As the sun died down, the forest came alive. The creatures of the evening began their nightly routines, and the sounds became acute in the air of the night. The darkening sky seemed to change the mood of the once picturesque forest into something reminiscent of the old world, with a more pensive and brooding air that infected the priest. The old man, on the other hand, seemed to liven up the more the day waned.

“The old folk are waking up now, son! They gonna be wide awake by the time we get to Ruxby.” He laughed. The priest shook his head.

“Those are just the animals of the forest. See? Did you hear that? That was a deer. And that was an owl.” He pointed out the sounds as they came.

“Over the-”

His words were interrupted by a long baying howl, which was quickly answered by a succession of other ones to answer the first. As the calls echoed through the cold air, they seemed to grow in strength and number. The old man and the young one froze in their tracks.

Suddenly, out of the cover of the forest burst a massive silver wolf, nearly as large as a man. It dropped to all fours from its pounce in front of the two travellers. It bent low to the ground and growled, baring a set of viciously sharp teeth. Then, from the forest came another. Then another. And another. One by one, the wolves came, and the pack formed a ring around the two men. The first one dropped to its haunches, and began to growl even more loudly.

Fighting the panic building in his system, the younger man reached into his coat pocket for his matchbox. Slowly, he brought it out as the wolves watched him, curious. He pulled one out, nearly dropping the entire box with his stumbling fingers.

With a quick swipe, the flame burst into life, illuminating the darkening sky. The harsh light cast eerie shadows on the road, and the wolves looked curiously at the fire. The first wolf, clearly the alpha, perked its ears. The young man drew their attention with the match and then with a yell, he threw it into the forest.

The pack of wolves barked and raced toward the fire as the priest burst into a run down the road, leaving the old man behind. He sprinted for his life, knowing that his distraction would not save him a second time should the wolves return. The traveller almost felt bad for the old man that he had left behind, but he knew that turning back would be futile with the stranger as dead weight.

With an oomph, the traveller tripped on a branch and fell to the ground with a loud thump. Grimacing, he staggered to his feet with a gasp of pain. His ankle was twisted. He stumbled on, before he fell to the ground again. He looked around at the forest. All around, him small points of light had appeared, paired together. They burned with an unearthly color, utterly inhuman. Then he realized that the pinpoints of light were directed at him. They weren’t light. They felt like eyes.

These were no human eyes that stared at him. No, they were the eyes of something far older and far more penetrating than anything that could ever be defined as human. They stared into the young man, and they didn’t care for sacraments or morals or personality or what time of the day it was or how the sports team was doing. No, they were looking into his eyes for something else. They were looking for something hungrily.

All around the forest, dry rasping laughs pierced through all the other sounds in the night. They surrounded the young man as he clambered back to his feet and tried to limp on, screaming in fear, and desperately praying with all his might. His heart froze solid as the cold seeped into the area, as if heat itself recoiled at the sound of the laughs.

The young man was gasping, dragging himself along as the laughs of the forest surrounded and engulfed him. The points of light performed a danse macabre, whirling and flying through the air and the woods, still cackling with some unearthly delight.

The traveller fell to the ground one more time, and he could move no farther.

Then, an approaching light came from behind him. It became larger and larger, and the exhausted young man sat up.

It was the old man, carrying a torch and walking onwards with a jaunty air and singing his song. He strode over to the priest, a smile on his face, and a whistle in his voice.

“So! The old folk scared you good, huh? Still don’t believe in ‘em now?”

“I-I do. Thank God you came. How did you get away from the wolves?”

“Oh, those mangy dogs don’t touch me no more, not since I showed them who to be afraid of around here. You hurt?” The old man peered at the young man.

“Yes. I tripped and twisted my ankle back there. I need help walking, I think.” The priest’s face twisted in pain.

“That so? Well, have some of this. It’ll help with the pain. Chew ‘em up and eat ‘em.” The old man probed through his pocket, and then came up with a small wad of leaves. He pushed them into the hands of the priest, who popped them into his mouth gratefully.

“It’s an old man’s cure, heh. The old folk are lively today, and cold, so’s I think.” The old man sat on the ground, torch in hand and cane by side. He pulled a pipe out of his coat pocket and stuffed it with tobacco. He sat on the ground, quietly smoking his pipe for a moment. He glanced up at the priest.

“The old folk should get warm, don’t you think? They deserve some respect. It’s getting harder and harder to find some heat around here with nobody coming around anymore. But I think you’ll do, huh? You look like you could warm them up some.”

The priest did not respond. He sat frozen in the same position that he had been in when he swallowed the leaves the old man had offered. His entire body sat rigidly, unable to move anything but his eyes.

“Used to be that I could get on by through these woods without the old folk troublin’ me, but they been hungry and cold lately. And so’s I said, they don’t take too kindly to strangers. Maybe they’ll like you more.” The old man stood up slowly, a small ember falling from his pipe onto the ground. The old man doffed his hat to the statuesque young man, who could only watch as the stranger tapped out the beat as he walked down the road, still singing his song.

“I got to keep moving, I got to keep moving….hellhound on my trail.”

The sounds and the light of the torch eventually became dimmer and dimmer as the young man still sat in his frozen position, until they dwindled away to nothing. He remained in his position, utterly paralyzed.

The small ember burned away on the ground near the young man’s foot. It carried a small prick of light and bare heat that faintly ebbed with life, until it too went away.

The light started to drain from the young man as he began to feel very, very cold.

He was still there when they came for him.



  
    Writer's Block



A block of text arrived at my doorstep this morning, with no clue as to where it came from and the identity of the sender.

"Well," I thought, "I could use these, it would be a waste otherwise" as I dragged it squeaking into my mind.

As my right brain starts grinding for ideas and my left brain prepares the logic sieves, I wondered where it came from. Perhaps it was the dejected, humiliated son of an article, its theories long rendered null and void? Maybe it burst screaming for justice, from a murdered author's pen? Or maybe it was born in a serene mountain range, flashes of inspiration and a storm of brains heralding its arrival. Then I wondered about who delivered it to my doorstep; could it be a literary stork, whose cradle rocked by turbulence as it flew over my head? Or was it the chanting of forgotten deities, a last-ditch effort to send their legacy to an unknown future? Maybe a casual conversation with a friend or workmate just encouraged it to germinate right there?

I pondered the questions in my mind, but suddenly realized that my right brain has gone into a distraction, and my left brain is tapping its prepared words exactly a second apart, trying to get my attention. Right, right! I have left them in a haze of wondering. I suppose I should start with the actual unraveling of the text block, and structured assembling of its components; but alas, more questions harassed my poor mind. How do I find a beginning? What is the object and subject of this collection of words? What theme should you arrange it into? Would the story you make be popular?

Frustrated by the battery of mundane queries, I turn to see that the text block has started to ripen. Oh no, I should transfer it to a suitable medium, before it left to rot completely; But antiquity had claimed my typewriter, and bugs have swarmed my word processor - I knew I should have taken it for a ride a while back - and all I have left is my trusty pen, and a sheet of paper too small for the block. But I digress. I pushed on.

I set to the task of setting this jumbled block straight; weaving narratives upon loose, frayed ends and battling the demons of sleep and fatigue. But sometimes sleep brings with it an ally called Dream, which could revitalize this mess of a story - but there's not enough time, the text block is starting to rot.

Soon I went into some extreme practices in writing to preserve the raw idea in the block - such as experimenting with colors - or

messing



with






formatting;




	I started to list the ideas

	But as each one filed out of the block

	It was soon evident

	That there were too many to count



So I stopped listing them. By this time I was struggling to keep the ideas corralled.

I tried using hyphens-in-everything; I tried sprinkling metaphors around like so much tinsel around a lavish christmas tree; But-the-hyphens-went-out-of-control and the metaphors stopped making sense like a non sequitur lopped around its Sunday.

At the end, the ideas ran out of the sheet, the whole text block rotted away and made a mess of my mind, mispellings were chrusting up the coners, and my pen ran out of ink.


This handwritten piece of paper was found at the doorsteps of the Library. No other identifying marks were found.





  
    Eha's Diary, Select Pages Of



Basil,

Last month I was back in the Capital of the Alenov Empire. Audo and I were enjoying the Gray Victory Day parade when I spotted a familiar face nearby who turned out to be Eha! I’ve told you about Eha before; she’s my old dorm mate from college, the thin one. She was there with her husband, Slava, and their son Niko, and suggested that we catch up over coffee after the parade.

Slava and Audo found they had something in common, being military men and all, so Eha suggested that they take Niko to the park while she and I went to the Golden Leaf Café. You remember the Golden Leaf right?

Eha told me she was expecting another child soon and asked me to be the godmother, I accepted of course! She then took out this old hardcover journal of hers and asked me if I wanted it. She said she was thinking of tossing it away but decided to wait to see if I wanted it.

You know how I am. I cannot resist diaries and letters, they’re full of so much interesting history that others tend to overlook.

A lot of it is fairly normal, the things you would find in a teenager’s diary. The most interesting entries I found were are the very end. I’ve reproduced them here for your personal reading.

I think they may have something to do with the Jailers and the Baikal Mass somehow, but I wished to give it to you since you would know more about that world than I. I have of course provided some comments to explain or clear up some things you may not know.

Hearth and Soup,

Gulisa Metharom

PS. The entire diary is currently in the East Wing right now, so if you do want to read it all just ask for it under ‘Kuznetsov, Eha’.


8-2-817

All roads lead somewhere, so it’s not surprising when we get lost people in town. What is surprising is that they decided to come talk to Dad instead of going to Town Hall or asking literally anyone else for a map. Dad was treating a patient1 at the time so he made them wait in the lobby where I was sitting in for Mom as the receptionist. Mom was shopping for groceries, which usually means she’s probably not coming back until dinnertime since she always gets so ‘caught up in conversations’.

They looked really odd and their accent was completely off, like the words themselves didn’t fit in their mouths. The two men, one with gray hair and the other with brown, wore matching black clothes but they definitely were not from the Capital since they didn’t have the badges or anything. I tried saying ‘hi’ but the brown haired one just glared at me and the other didn’t even look at me. When Dad called them in, they hurried real fast.

They left about an hour later and Dad told me that they were from out of the Empire. They said they were lost but the way my Dad told it to me I think he thinks they’re lying.

Mom and Dad talked over dinner about it, and Dad mentioned their weird accent. Mom thinks they’re just victims of the Kurususk2 and would leave soon so it was nothing to worry about, then she said that we were all going to go to the cathedral in a few days for some lady’s society luncheon. If my Dad was a balloon, he would have deflated.

Eha.




8-3-817

“Eha, do you know what the answer to this question is?” it’s an imaginary number, duh. Why is Heino so stupid? Why am I always paired with him in maths work? I can’t even ask for a new partner since it’s the middle of the school year and he’s a Virtanen. Also I’m pretty sure he eats his snot.

Oh I saw those two weird guys again, they were hanging out behind the Ruoho butcher shop picking up soil. I don’t think they saw me watching them through the fence, they were talking in a different language and the older one was writing things down on a clipboard.

I think they might be scientists, not the Capital’s scientists, but some sort of scientists. Maybe from a university? They’re still weird. The Virtanens, the Ozolins, Kuznetsovs, and I think the Rebanes3 too have all noticed them so they’re probably not just your average lost people. They’re probably going to get forced out by the police if all four know about them and think they’re a disruption. Maybe I should tell the police about them squatting around Ruoho?

ALSO, while I was cleaning the dishes the neighbor’s dog got out from their backyard and decided to come into our house and sit in the kitchen. I had to drag it back to the neighbors and it left a huge gross streak on the floor that Dad made me clean up.

Eha.




8-6-817

Okay so basically a lot has happened. Our maths teacher had FOUR babies! FOUR! BABIES! Then there was a car accident on the main road because of drinking and my dad had to open up the operating room again. Not five hours later, a transport train came through and a bunch of soldiers stopped over at the bars and caused a huge ruckus before leaving on the train, and there was trash everywhere from them. Then yesterday we went to the luncheon thing with Mom. Mom was talking about the Flesh4 during the luncheon and told me that when grandma’s mom was around during the war, they needed to hide all of it so a lot of people starved even more. Sounds a bit difficult, since it’s bigger than some of the aurochs they have around here and doesn’t even have legs. Where did they put it even? Dad hid in the bathroom for the entire three hours we were at the luncheon. Mother Ilves and Father Laine found him while we were getting ready to leave. Mom didn’t talk to Dad the entire walk home. I think Dad slept in his office again too. I bet I know why I’m an only child.

Also Heino didn’t turn in our maths project so we’re probably going to get a huge docking in points.

I haven’t seen those two weird guys around recently, but Esko did. He said the strange men were up at the Cathedral, but he doesn’t know if they talked to Mother Ilves or Father Laine. Esko said his dad and the other family heads* had discussed them at town hall. The Virtanens think they’re spies from over the mountains far up north, the Ozolins think they’re thieves, the Kuznetsovs don’t care who they are since they think they’re victims of Kurususk but want them out. I don’t remember what Esko said for the Rebanes but it was probably something disturbing.

Eha.




8-10-817

While at the Cathedral today, Mother Ilves took out a piece of the Flesh and allowed us to touch it after we pricked our fingers. It was warm and sticky, and twitched a bit. So not much different from when she took it out a few months ago. We had the whole prayer things about Elikommet and The Great Mother Earth, and I kind of fell asleep around the time they got to the Bones. Oops.

I saw the two men again. They were hanging out in the very back and taking notes. When everyone was beginning to leave, the two men came up to Mother Ilves and started talking to her about the Flesh. I wanted to stay and hear what they were saying but Mom wanted to go buy fabrics for new dresses and pulled me away.

Eha.




8-13-817

Good lords, I’ve been matched with a Kuznetsov. I don’t even know any Kuznetsovs personally! They engaged me to Tuule’s son, the one who’s in the army right now and is five or seven years older than me. What were they thinking? I argued with Mom and Dad about this but they of course wouldn’t listen because ‘you’re a teenager Eha you don’t understand how these things work and if you live under our house our rules’ blah blah blah. This is all so STUPID.




8-15-817

He’s coming up here within two months. What did I do to deserve this? Do my parents hate me?




8-28-817

The Ozolins were right! The two weird guys stole some of the Flesh. They snuck inside and took a large chunk of it and ran to their car. Mother Ilves and Father Laine managed to catch the gray haired one, but other man had the piece of the Flesh and drove off. Dad and a few others got into the cars to try and follow him, but he was gone, probably already went past the Kurususk. The older man was taken to town hall and interrogated by the police. Apparently he refused to say anything so they went to trial and the judge found him guilty. They hung him in the town square and after my Dad confirmed he was dead they took him to the Cathedral and fed him to the Flesh.

Why would you try to take a piece of the flesh? What is wrong with people? Who were they? Why did they want some of OUR Flesh? Did they not have any of their own?




9-3-817

At class, Heino stopped talking to me and asked to be seated with Maria. I felt bad for Maria, since she has less of a tolerance for stupid people than I do. He probably heard I got paired with someone. Esko said that Heino would get matched to someone soon too, and then said that he felt sorry for whoever ended up married to him.

At the Cathedral, I had to go speak to Tuule for the first time. She’s a very tall thin (AND RUDE!) woman constantly wringing her hands and she kept asking Father Laine if the thief was going to come back. She blamed Mother Ilves for disbanding the small militia which used to guard the Cathedral, but Father Laine told her that the war is long over and the economy has been back at its original strength for the past twenty years so there’s no need for guards because there’s no more looters to worry about. Tuule said that the thieves proved that the militia should be brought back. They argued for, like, twenty minutes before Tuule finally noticed me. She asked me if I was Eha and I was like “uhm, yeah” and she went “oh no I’m marrying my poor little Slava to a pauper faced girl”. Has she looked at a mirror recently!?

She told me I have a month to prepare to move into the Kuznetsov compound. Thanks, lady.

Also in literature class I got 100% on a quiz I forgot we were even having, so hurrah for dumb luck.

Eha




9-5-817

Mom dragged me to another one of the lady society things. They had food there so it wasn’t all bad. It was mostly just middle-aged and elderly women sitting in a circle chatting about things and talking about how terrible it was that a piece of the Flesh was stolen. Esko’s mom said that since it’s out of its home, the Flesh will get sick and angry. Mother Ilves had us all say a prayer that the thief will come back to return the Flesh and repent, but I don’t think prayers really work if they’re past the Kurususk.

Mother Ilves took me aside to personally congratulate me on the engagement. I ended up asking her if she really thought that the thief would come back, but she just told me that we have to hope. I also told her about Tuule’s comment about my face and Mother Ilves just pursed her lips and made a “hrrmmm” noise. She said that I probably won’t need to deal with Tuule much when Slava came back. I had to fill in for Mom again, since it was someone’s birthday and she just had to attend.

The maths teacher came back, but only to tell us she’ll be out for the rest of the year to take care of her babies. She said she didn’t know who was going to replace her for the year. I like her, and if it wasn’t for Heino (who got slugged by Maria yesterday, it was pretty funny), the class would have been great.

Eha




9-7-817

Dad said since I’m moving out soon I should get an afterschool job so I could start making some money on my own. So now I’m more than just a fill in for my mom, I work on every odd numbered day and she works on the even days. Mom says she’s fine with it since it gives her more time for the Cathedral.

He’s paying me four crona5 less than Mom though.

Dad told me that he and Tuule don’t get along at all, and joked that he could show me a few drugs that don’t show up very well in tests. I asked him if he was serious and he said he was saving them for Mom.

Wow Dad.

Eha




9-17-817

Being a receptionist isn’t all bad, I guess. Scheduling visits keeps me fairly busy and Dad usually gives me snacks or a candy dish. A man came in, wearing a uniform, the kind that the military gives to officers with the shiny buttons and a badge. He was really tall and had dark hair and a nice voice and he asked if he could have some candy from my candy bowl. Then he asked to see my Dad. Dad wasn’t busy so I let him go in. He came out like an hour later and thanked me for the candy and left. Mom declared at dinner that she’s going to go with the other lady society members to the Capital for a week, so I have to fill in for her.

Eha




9-18-817

History final has been moved up to next week. I am going to die.




9-29-817

So, I survived the history final? Somehow? Did I get lucky again? I showed my Dad the test and he gave me 40 crona as a reward. I showed my Mom and she told me that my luck’s bound to run out soon and I really need to start studying. I do study! I study a lot! Maybe not as much as she wants but if I was studying that much I’d have zero time for myself or to sleep.

I’m in bed right now, writing into this, and you know everything is all packed up. I even put most of my blankets away into these boxes. I’m running out of pages to write on, too. I keep tearing some out as scrap paper for homework. It’s really weird to sit in a room you’ve grown up in that’s now empty and full of boxes. Like, I’ve literally lived in this place since I was born! Now I’m going to be gone, just like that?

What will they do with my room when I’m gone? Maybe turn it into an upstairs parlor, or a small library for Dad’s medical texts? Or maybe nothing at all.

Eha




10-3-817

I came home from class and went to get changed out of my uniform. All my stuff was removed from my room except for my bed. My clothes, books, radio, everything gone. I went back downstairs to the receptionist desk and the tall military man was standing near it.

So yeah, he’s Slava, turns out.

He said everything was taken to his home and asked me to come with him. We went to the Kuznetsov compound and all my stuff was already moved in a smaller building that is apparently going to be Slava and mine’s until Tuule dies and we move into her manor.

I’m sitting in my our bedroom, the bed is pretty big and there’s like four pillows and a bowl of candy on the night stand. I like Slava so far, he didn’t call me ‘pauper faced’ and told me that I have nice handwriting.

I’m going to go buy a new journal next month, but I’ll be sure to keep you around. Maybe I’ll let Slava read you in a few years so he can see the thoughts of the idiot he’s been forced to marry.

Eha.




EHA I READ YOUR DIARY.

YOU ARE NOT AN IDIOT.

I LOVE YOU.

SLAVA.




Footnotes

1. Eha’s father was the town’s doctor, Eha has since inherited his practice.

2. Kurususk or ‘the Overlap’ is where the barriers grow thin between worlds and the Ways are strongest. I’ve only seen a few places which actively acknowledge their existences, Eha’s town believes that it is alive but unknowable to humans.

3. Virtanens, Ozolins, Kuznetsovs, Rebanes are the old founding families and leaders of the town. From what Eha tells me they don’t always get along well.

4. Flesh – Or Elikommet’s Flesh. Elikommet is a divine creature born from the earth, and the flesh is grown and spread over the fields during the late winter for a bountiful harvest around autumn.

5. Currency of the Alenov Empire. Interdimensional exchange rates are standard.





  
    ANNOTATIONS ON MASUCHEZANININ’S STRUCTURING INFINITY




The study of the multiverse, or True Universe as it’s referred to in academic circles, is very much a field in flux. The following document is presented more for historical concept than as any actual guide to True Universal Theory. Modern readers will find most of Masuchezaninin’s ideas at best outdated, and often hopelessly wrong. Still, he is considered one of the originators of current TU Theory, and his lectures are vital reading for anybody interested in understanding more about the Library and the worlds surrounding it. Misguided as they may be, in this text you can find the foundations of most every aspect of modern day study.



The shape of the True Universe is a nebulous thing, and few subjects have been more contentious among scholars in the history of the Library. Notably, the term “True Universe” is still contested, with many arguing that it is either inaccurate, for there can be no such thing as a “True” Universe, or that it leads to misleading implications of a “False” universe. However, for the theses I am about to present, it is a more than applicable term, and the ideas set forth are too complicated to be encapsulated in any way by a single phrase, so it is the one I have settled on.1

Many theories have been presented on these worlds we live in, and how they relate, and how they lock in with one another. The primary problem I have found with all of them is that they come from a place not of exploration and discovery, but of scholarship and theory. Fascinating as Pia’s Tiered Construction theory, or Ala-Norn’s concept of Universal Reproduction, or Gizzo Hesh’s Reflected Library experiment may be, they come from a place of scholarship, not discovery. They are building off the discoveries of others rather than forging their own, a method which can never lead to true understanding of a subject, for to map the True Universe without having explored it is as meaningless an action as cooking without hunting, or fighting without having been beaten.2



It is here that the gaps in Pia’s knowledge become apparent, because, as anyone who has spent any significant amount of time away from the Shelves can tell you, the universe has many limits. We must only look at the existence “Lone Realms”, worlds for which no duplicates or mutations exist, to realize this. The most obvious of these would be the Library, though sprouting from it are 16 others, including the Ravelwoods, Elrich, Titan’s Grave, the Not, Halluspeza, Shadowpeaks, and White Seas.3

In my travels between these worlds and others, it has become apparent to me that these 16 plus 1 worlds form a sort of “hub”, around which all others are centralized, and through which access between them is regulated. Imagine a great kingdom, with the Library forming the capital in the center, and the Lone Realms connected to it and each other by various roads. Of note is the connection between the lone realms themselves, each being connected to no more than three other realms, minus the Library, through various Ways scattered throughout. I have for many years been attempting to map all the connections between these worlds, but alas, my information is incomplete, and to discuss it further would be a disservice to the reader.4

Now, there have been numerous reports from various sources claiming they have stumbled upon “mirrors” of these worlds, or that somehow a duplicate exists, unsubstantiated claims that can be blamed on one of three reasons. One, they simply lied, hoping to gain some sort of recognition for their host; two, upon arriving on a different world they mistook some aspects of it for those of a Lone Realm, and reached the hasty conclusion that the two were one and the same; three, upon being transported to a part of the Realm they were unfamiliar with, decided that it must have been a separate version of the realm.



Of course, the bulk of the True Universe is made up of Faceted Realms, worlds which appear again and again with variations that range from the minor, to completely bizarre, and can be thought of as the smaller villages scattered throughout our kingdom. The most common of these (or, should I say, the one most known to Patrons), is the Homeworld (aka The Bastard Lands, the Lost Kingdoms, AKRIS, Earth, Terra’s Body, etc.), which I believe to exist in close to one hundred thousand variations in between the Lone realms and Library.5

There are, of course, hundreds of other Faceted Realms, but none existing in so many variations as the Homeworld. Faceted Realms, unlike the Lone Ones, also have a tendency to form and dissolve, though at a skewed rate such that there is constant growth in the number of them. The cause of this is unknown to me, but through travel and calculation I have noticed a curious trend: the growth rate between the number of Faceted Realms and the size of the Library are exactly proportional. The possible ramifications and meanings of this relationship are unknown even to me.6

Of particular note is the connection between the Faceted and Lone Realms. While Lone Realms each only have access to a select few others, every Faceted Realm contains at least one entrance to each Lone Realm, and dozens, if not hundreds, of other Faceted Realms. The cause for this is still up for debate, though I hope my current research will be able to give us some insight into the situation. Also of note are the “Branch Realms”, as I like to call them (though a consensus on the appropriate name and indeed even their exact nature has yet to be reached), worlds connected to and accessible from only a single Faceted Realm. Often these are exceedingly small, perhaps no bigger than a planet, though they can range in size drastically that some are almost as big as the Realm they are connected to.7



So, continuing our metaphor, we now have our Capital City, the Library, and our other major cities, the Lone Realms. We have villages in the form of Faceted Realms, and small farms and mills attached to these villages in the Branch Realms. There are roads (Ways) connecting them, forming, all told, a rather mighty kingdom.

But what Kingdom exists alone? There are neighboring countries, warring empires. On a single landmass, two dozen different fiefdoms may hold sway. And these continents come together to form worlds, these worlds star systems, and galaxies, superclusters, eventually a universe. Similarly, the “True Universe” is only one infinitesimally small piece of the larger multiverse, a fractal within a fractal, a pattern imitating a whole so massive that even imagining it in its entirety is almost impossible.8

How such a structure of worlds came to exist, whether it natural or by the whim of some greater Deity, is unknown to this author, and most likely shall always remain so. Perhaps it is one of those stones of knowledge best left unturned, though I’m sure it won’t be. Indeed, if there is anything I have learned over the course of my travels, it is that people, no matter what kind, thirst for knowledge above all else and damn the consequences. It is quite possibly their best feature, for where would we be without it?

Regardless, I hope that my humble work can be a valuable source of learning for those reading it, and that you have been enriched as much by reading it as I have been by writing it.

With best luck in your travels9,

DESEFASILINIX MASUCHEZANININ


Footnotes

1. Other common use terms at the time included “Multiverse”, “Winding Worlds”, “Serpent’s Path”, and “Infinite Garden”

2. Although Masuchezaninin is best known today for his work in True Universal theory, he considered his greatest contribution to be that to the field of aditology, the philosophy of prerequisites

3. Currently there are 38 known Lone Realms. Notably, Halluspeza is no longer considered as such, after an identical world appeared at the point exactly opposite from it across the Library.

4. It is now know that all of the Realms connect to every other Realm, even if it is only by a single Way.

5. The reasons for Earth’s abundance in the True Universe are still not fully understood. Current theories point to its unusually strong connection to the Library

6. Though he never explained his calculations, Masuchezaninin was eerily accurate. The True Universe appears to grow at a constant rate 1.004 times that of the Library.

7. For more in depth discussion of the formation of Branch Realms, Jackie Heyry’s “Small Worlds” is an excellent introduction

8. This was the revelation that cemented Masuchezaninin as the leading True Universal theorist of his time, and one of the most important in history. For several months after its publication it was largely ignored or mocked. Following a passionate defense of his work by the South East Shelves, it began to gain more traction in the scholarly community.

9. An archaic way of ending a story or report





  
    After The Cave Was Explored



After the cave was explored, we searched.

We searched through the darkness of the vast chasms,

The endless depths,

The cold, damp air,

And we found the Gods.

After the world was explored, we searched.

We searched the wide and wild continents,

The thick jungle,

The icy poles,

The vast, burning deserts,

And we found our Brothers.

After the sky was explored, we searched.

We searched the open blue expanse

The dizzying heights,

The thick clouds,

The cool, thin air,

And we found the Angels.

After the void was explored, we searched.

The eternal dark,

The strange worlds,

The massive fiery suns,

And we found the Kings.

We still search.

We will find you.

We have not forgotten what you have done.



  
    Verusa and his Journals



The Hound of Kal-roth can be identified by the characteristic bite marks around the abdomen. Common beliefs declare that the Hound bites out the stomach and drains the soul. My own investigations indicate that the Hound is attempting to devour energy using the channels that are present outside of the stomach. To put it more succinctly, the major arteries that run in the proximity of the stomach act to convey the form of energy that is used in what is commonly referred to as spellcasting. Due to this, I believe that the victims of the Hound are all either spellcasters, or those with the propensity for spellcasting, which is why I have named the creature the Hound of Kal-roth, after the god that devours magic. To be certain in the identification of the Hound, the bite marks should measure precisely sixty-nine centimeters, or approximately two and one-third feet in circumference. The teeth should all be marked as canines and should measure precisely twelve centimeters, or approximately four and three quarters inches. Also…

Verusa set down the notebook and measured about the right circumference in the corpse’s belly. The stomach was missing and there was an enormous amount of blood around the victim, the spray pattern consistent with arterial blood loss, at least in Verusa’s experience. He flipped the notebook closed and set it in his coat pocket, standing and casting his gaze towards the village headman, who was ringing his hands and looked terrified.

And well he should, since he stood in the presence of a Grey Magistrate; or at least someone that he thought was one, at any rate. “Headman, this woman was the village healer, correct?” Verusa’s voice was schooled in just the right way to sound both intimidating and soothing, compelling anyone that heard to spill their guts.

“Y-yes, Lord Magistrate. Amayelle was a very gifted healer, she could cure almost any ailment with the right herbs, a-and the States’ prayers, of course.” Sweat was beading along the man’s head and he seemed as if he would faint if someone said ‘boo.’

Verusa knew why he was so scared; magic being a criminal offense in the State, and this Amayelle woman had clearly used magic to help in her healing, just as Master Holstom had written about the Hounds desire for magic users, means that the entire village would have been liable for prosecution and execution. But that was hardly any of Verusa’s concern, even if he had been a magistrate, the Hound was too important. “Did you hear any signs of howling in the night? Did any of the local animals make a commotion?”

The headman shook his head. “No, sir, there was no howling, and the animals were actually abnormally well behaved the previous night. My cat Foo-”

Verusa waved a hand. “That is all I need, Headman. You can take the body and bury it at your convenience; the State has no need for it.” The magistrate imposter turned around and left the village without waiting to hear a reply. As he walked through the field, he could feel dozens of eyes on his back as he left, a mixture of hate and fear boring into him. The title of Magistrate really was a kind of golden ticket to any kind of information or service. Verusa was glad that he had taken the documents off of the drunkard all those months ago.

Verusa waited until he was out of sight of the village, and then slipped into the forest at the far side of the village. Almost the instant he was in the forest, two figures appeared in the trees. One male and one female, they were twins with dark eyes and dark hair, their movements precise to the point of being ethereal. Hansel and Gretel, named after the mythical hunters, were constructs, artificial people, created by Master Holstom. Verusa had found them when he discovered the cache of journals written by Master Holstom decades before in an ancient temple.

“Sooo, was it your Hound?” Gretel started the conversation; her voice was sweeter than her personality. Verusa cast an eye at her, keeping the other on Hansel. Master Holstom might have made them, but not even Verusa could credit his taste in personalities. “You’re thinking about the old loon again, aren’t you?” Hansel’s voice was just as sour as his personality. “We can tell because you get this dreamy, worshipful look in your eyes,” was from Gretel.

Verusa let it go, withdrawing the notebook from his coat. He turned to the relevant page, reading “The Hound of Kal-roth does not howl, it does not make noise, and even animals around become docile in reaction to it’s presence. The Hound has a particular effect on thinking creatures around it, causing a form of mental anesthesia that drastically slows the thinking process.” He shut the book and returned it to his pocket. “The evidence matches up, but it has before. We’ll see what happens when it happens.”

“Mmm, you know, you could create a cult of Holstom and preach from his writings all the time and people might actually listen to you.” Verusa ignored Gretel and looked at Hansel. “Did you pick up the subject of interest’s trail?” Hansel and Gretel were both hunters, but their specialties were very different. Gretel was a master of urban hunting; she could track a target through any city for months and never let it know that she was following it. Hansel was a more traditional hunter, specializing in woods, caves, fields, any kind of terrain.

“I followed the trail from the village and found something that might match the description but there was some evidence that it might be a shapeshifter. Also, I wasn’t the only one to find it.” Verusa cursed at the bad luck. “Did you see them? Did they see you?”

Hansel shook his head. “No to both. They were using something to camouflage themselves, but they weren’t experienced woodsmen. They were staking out a cave that might be housing the target.”

Verusa sighed, waving away his own concerns, and recalled an excerpt from one of Master Holstom’s journals. One thing that you must always bear in mind is that the nature of the creatures that we hunt makes them the targets of many. If one person wants a creature, then there are a thousand more that are not there who want it just as vehemently. Ware the hunters of Mystery’s children, for they follow only their desire.

“Alright, Hansel, look in on these Hunters, watch them, but ensure that they cannot watch you.” Hansel flicked his hand in annoyance. He knew his job. Verusa looked at Gretel. “Gretel, go to the cache and remove a load out of class four weapons and armor. We will meet back here in three hours. Go.”

When desire exceeds judgment, folly is born. When philosophy exceeds ability, folly blooms. These sayings are nonsensical, of course. Folly is a matter of perspective, not of fact, it is a human construct. The only things that one must be concerned with is whether or not you can live with what you do, and more importantly, live with what you fail to do. Beyond that, there is no particular reason to do or not do something. This is a primary philosophy in Hunting, being that the one who comes out on top at the end is the victor. Always be wary of other Hunters, for most will do anything to achieve their own goals and desires. Hunters are most vulnerable when they are moving in for the kill, whether metaphorical or literal, the time to strike at a rival is then.

Verusa was perched on the edge of a thick branch overlooking a tiny cave. Verusa could make out more than a score of figures around the cave, each one wearing a particular device that masked their bodies, basically a kind of invisibility field. Verusa knew the moment that he saw them that they were Hunters from a different world. Their technology was far superior to anything else in this time period.

“Should we interfere, or let them be?” Hansel was in an adjacent tree and was just as invisible as the Hunters in front of the cave. Verusa was not particularly concerned that they would be spotted, but he still kept his voice low. “We don’t know if this is our target. Keep your weapons ready just in case.” Verusa and his Hunters had superior equipment from what he could see on the other Hunters, due primarily to the rigorous study and devotion of Master Holstom, but Verusa knew that a firefight could turn either way after a certain degree of technology is reached, no matter how powerful one sides weapons are.

“They’re beginning.” Gretel called up to the two of them. She was leaning against the tree that Hansel was in. She claimed the she didn’t care to make a fool of herself by sitting in a tree, but Hansel and Verusa both knew that the real reason was because she was afraid of heights.

They all turned their attention to the Hunters by the cave as they began to smoke out their prey. These Hunters were well trained and they knew how to flush out prey. Smoke came out of the cave mouth; Verusa had no doubt that there were lots of nasty chemicals mixed in with the smoke, and two more Hunters burst from the cave. It only took a few moments for the creature to charge out of the cave, mauling several Hunters as it came.

Verusa’s exhaled explosively as he saw the creature. It was some kind of boar, not the Hound that he had spent so many years hunting. “Damn it.” Hansel looked at him, waiting for orders. Verusa waved him down and they both exited their respective trees. “These goose hunts are starting to get very fun!” Verusa gave the saccharine Gretel an Evil Eye before looking back to the other Hunters.

These Hunters had managed to subdue the boar; Verusa couldn’t identify it by sight though he knew of several different creatures that shared that form. The Hunters had their prey wrapped up in minutes, stuffing the unconscious creature onto carts and moved it to where a slight rippling effect could be seen in the air. Master Holstom called these the Aether Ways, the Ways between the Worlds. The creature disappeared into the Way, and the Hunters gathered their dead, disappearing into the air just a few minutes after the scuffle began.

Verusa watched the smoke rise from the cave mouth and recalled a passage from one of Master Holstom’s journals that he had reread more than any other. Become accustomed to failure, for being a Hunter is marked by countless failures and an occasional lucky find. Failure is the mark of a successful Hunter, for it marks an indomitable will and a willingness to endure. Usually. Sometimes a failure is just a failure, from my observations of people.

Hansel and Gretel both looked at him. Verusa gave silent thanks to the man that had died centuries before, and had given Verusa more than anything he could ever desire. “Let’s look for the next clue to continue the Hunt.”



  
    A Love For Reading





I first saw you as an illustration

I read your tale

Bound in leather,

An ancient tome

I laughed with your triumphs

I cried with your sorrows

I grew old with you

I mourned your passing

But in the end it mattered not

You had died long before I saw you
                    

  
    The Sinking of the HMS Moa





The Sinking of the HMS Moa
It had been a long time since Edmond had “abruptly” left Portland, and it had been even longer since he had seen New England. Heading west at the instructions of his boss Mr. Smith, Edmond was expected to do two things. First was to collect orders for fruit trees from the well-to-do of San Francisco, the second was to collect interesting seeds for Mr. Smith’s nursery. Edmond had failed at both tasks. At first he had sent seeds back, cones from the giant Sequoia, seeds from the Salmon Berry, and others. He had even collected enough orders to fill the gardens of the city’s mansions.

The problems all started when he decided to celebrate his success. Stumbling back from the club, attempting to navigate to his hotel, a knife suddenly against his throat, and his money, Mr. Smith’s money was gone. Abruptly saddled with a debt that would take decades to repay, Edmond found the need to leave San Francisco. Paying his way onto a packet ship without bothering to learn the destination Edmond began his journey. This would lead him through despair, through his death, and finally to his salvation.

Edmond found himself in Portland, getting soaked by the type of constant rain typical of that area. Stepping into a saloon to dry out, and after being prompted by the barkeep to “buy something or leave,” Edmond spent some of his few remaining coins and sat down to drown his sorrows. A man sat next to him and offered him another drink as the first ran dry. They talked as men at saloons do, about sorrow, mistakes, and women. By his third pint Edmond began to feel strange, his new friend offered him a place to stay. Walking out of the bar, then dragged to an ally, and thrown down the trap door, Edmond entered blackness.

Awaking to the smell of sweat and sickness Edmond groaned.

“Oh good. Wakey wakey time to shake off those knock out drops!” A friendly and very British voice chimed in Edmond’s ear.

Slowly opening his eyes, Edmond saw a dark, out of focus place. He blinked to clear his vision, “Dear god”, Edmond whispered as the scene came into focus. “Where am I?”

“Ah, a difficult question indeed. Hard to say really, but what we are in is made of English Oak, which is quite fortunate all things considered,” answered the very British man whom Edmond could see was walking over to him in the cramped space.

Looking at the ceiling only a couple feet above his face, Edmond absentmindedly commented

“English Oak? This looks more like conifer wood to me.”

Thrusting the back of his head uncomfortably close to Edmond's face, the very British man examined the ceiling. “Indeed it is!” He exclaimed. “Very observant! A fellow Botanist perhaps?” Asked the very British man now looking at Edmond.

“Something like that I guess.” Replied Edmond

“Delightful, absolutely delightful!” Said the very British man clapping his hands. “David Nelson at your service!” He said in an exaggerated bow.

“Edmond Fox, pleased to meet you.” Edmond said with a wave. “Can you tell me what on earth is going on?”

“Yes, I think we are still on Earth” said Nelson looking around quizzically. “The other sure thing is that we are on a ship called the Moa, she is captained by Sir Charles Phipher of the Royal Para-Scientific Museum,” elaborated Nelson in the most mocking of faux posh accents. “Although for our purposes we may call them The Jailors” he added with a wink.








“We are still close to land” thought Edmond as he stood on the pitching deck of the HMS Moa. “Whenever you see gulls you are close to land.”

In the harsh sunlight of a clear Pacific day, Edmond got to see his new prison for the first time. The Moa was a 175 foot long Brigantine with a black painted hull and a figurehead that Edmond could never quite remember or describe. Along with his new friend David Nelson, Edmond stood in a somewhat sizable crowd of haggard-looking bleary-eyed men. On the bridge deck stood a man in a deep purple sea captains jacket adorned with unfamiliar medals. He stepped forward to address the crowd. “Gentlemen”, he said, raising his hand. “I am Sir Charles Phipher, captain of Her Majesty’s Ship the Moa, and curator for The Royal Para-Scientific Museum”. Edmond cracked a small smile; Nelson’s impression was dead on. Listening to the crowd mummer, Edmond noticed that a large number of the crew were Irish, some Chinese, and a few people who looked like the illustrations of Amazonian savages.

Raising a hand to silence the crowd, the captain spoke again; “Some of you have just joined our company, and some of you have been with us since we left the British Isles. You are all very brave for volunteering to the service of the crown. Her Majesty the Queen and the whole of the British Empire thank you.”

“Horse shit!” yelled a large bearded man, wild-eyed. “I aint volunteered for nuthin, best to take me back to shore before I start tearing this tub up by the boards!” Just then a dark skinned man in a deep blue jacket and turban, wearing a whistle on a braided rope rammed the end of a short black club into the shouting man’s stomach collapsing him to the floor. Uninterrupted the captain continued; “and may I introduce Sergeant Gupta, who will be liaison between the crew and officers, any concerns you have, you may take them up with the him” he said gesturing to the turbaned man with the club. “The purpose of our expedition is to collect artifacts and creatures that are outside the realm of scientific explanation, and by doing so preserving the integrity of the British Empire from all Para-Scientific threats.” Finishing his speech Captain Phipher turned to a tall, tan skinned man sporting eye-black and wearing an officers uniform. “Now Mr. Salam if you please, time is wasting” said the Captain in a slight annoyed voice.

The man called Mr. Salam nodded to the captain and then turned to the crowd, and in an accent Edmond could not quite place, the man began barking orders; “Full foresail and jib! Two reefs in the fore and main topsails! Full mainsail and staysail and set for a close haul!”

In the center of the crowd, Edmond saw Sergeant Gupta raise the silver whistle to his lips, hearing a complex tattoo of chirps and blasts Edmond found himself climbing the rigging before he realized what he was doing, shimming along a log near the top of the mast, he began undoing the ropes that held the massive sail closed. The work continued at a frenetic pace through the day, the bow of the Moa slamming into the swells as the crew tacked against the wind. Later, as the light of day faded the wind followed suit. Tired, blistered, sunburned, and dumb Edmond went below, and fell into a deep, dreamless sleep on the hard damp boards.

Sore and groggy Edmond slowly picked himself up off the deck. As he got to his feet Edmond heard Nelson’s perpetually cheerful voice say “good news my boy! You and I are on the same watch.” Edmond turned his head in the direction of the voice and saw Nelson sitting on a hammock, dangling his feet over the edge of the sail-cloth.

“How can I get one of those?” said Edmond looking in Nelson's direction.

“Naturally you make your own!” Nelson replied hopping down onto the deck. “To the hold!” said Nelson gesturing forward like a general as Edmond followed Nelson further down into the ship. In the dark cramped hold where Edmond had awoke his first day on the Moa, Nelson led them through piles of unremarkable crates with labels such as "flour" and "preserving alcohol". Speckled throughout the piles however, were empty iron cages and crates prominently marked ‘Property of the Royal Para-Scientific Museum' followed by a label reading 'Specimen' and a series of digits, and towards the back of the hold there was one crate covered in an unidentifiable language that gave Edmond an uneasy feeling when he looked at it. After Nelson and Edmond had brought up the needed materials they sat on the deck and set to their task.

“How did you come to this ship?” asked Edmond as he began joining two pieces of sailcloth together with a large needle and string.

“Kidnapped just as you were” replied Nelson beginning to trail off. “I suppose it is not much of a surprise everything considered. Those fellows were rather upset after I told them my secret was foxglove and hemlock. The damn fools should have known better than to drink it.”

“Foxglove and hemlock?” asked Edmond quizzically.

“A secret family recipe” replied Nelson with a wink. “What about yourself ? You must have gotten under someone’s skin to wind up here.” continued Nelson as he began attaching rope to one end of the hammock. “The rats that run this ship prefer to purchase their crew. You may have gathered that from the number of our co-workers from; ‘that shite hole Spike Isle’” Nelson added employing an exaggerated Irish brogue.

“I am not really sure” began Edmond, thinking on the circumstances that led him to that Portland saloon. “I had just lost a sizable sum of my boss’ money” Edmond concluded.

“In that case, I would suspect that our dear Captain Phipher is not unfamiliar with your former employer”, Nelson responded as he began to get up from the floor. “Sadly there is no time to dwell on that now old boy, it appears to be our turn on deck, the wind is behind us and it is a beautiful day,” Nelson said cheerfully as Edmond followed him above deck. Looking behind him as he ascended the stairs Edmond noted that the deck below was indeed made of English oak, save for a sizable round area near the center of the deck that had been repaired with Sequoia. Once above Edmond noted a similar area of repair in directly above the first one. Just then Sgt. Gupta's whistle sounded and Edmond began the routine of working and sleeping that would continue uninterrupted for the next several days.





A number of weeks after Edmond had woken up in the hold of the Moa, sailing her had become nearly routine. Compelled to his tasks by whatever power was in Sergeant Gupta's whistle Edmond didn't need to worry if he knew how to do anything, he hardly had to think at all when he was on deck. Fortunately his conversations with Nelson provided plenty of mental stimulation, discussions about the properties of certain plants, and arguments on the merits of linnaean classification were popular topics. Other times Edmond would lay in his hammock and listen to Nelson describe some of the fantastic flora from his travels. The worst, were the times when Nelson would complain about the most ridiculous of gripes. This is what was going on today, "they did not even warm the salad forks at dinner tonight" ranted Nelson from the hammock below (there were no salad forks), "and what’s more, they were out of the 37' vintage!" Nelson was only interrupted when shouting came down the hatch from above.

dmond recognized the voice of the bellowing Sergeant Gupta as he shouted; "sails on the horizon!". Poking his head through the hatch Edmond saw the assembled officers on the stern nervously looking through a spy glass. The man called Mr. Salam spoke; “she has no flags captain”.

“Damn, are they gaining?” Captain Phipher asked worriedly

“aye sir” replied Mr. Salam “she is running far closer to the wind than we could hope to.”

“How the bloody hell did they find us again?” Captain Phipher said to no one in particular, becoming more agitated by the minute. “Shake those reefs out Sergeant; let us buy as much time as we can.” Already anticipating what was coming Edmond hauled himself onto the deck as Sergeant Gupta began to blow his signals. Surprisingly Edmond was not compelled to climb the rigging as he expected, rather he took a position on the large donkey wheel to begin raising items from the forward hold. Turning the wheel Edmond caught glimpses of cannons and powder, rifles, and several of the specimen crates.

Gathered on deck with the rest of the crew Edmond could see that their pursuer had been gaining on them. Edmond could now clearly see the black and green hulled, two-masted schooner, running fast and close to the wind and heeling over quite hard from the effort, she was gaining, fast. Edmond could just begin to make out the crew running on the deck when he heard Sergeant Gupta yell “cannons ready port and starboard!”

“Prepare to jibe!” was Captain Phipher’s hurried response, directed by the whistle blast Edmond prepared to move the sails with the rest of the crew. Just then Captain Phipher sharply spun the wheel, causing the ship to swing away from the wind, violently heeling from one side to the other, the ship creaked and groaned under the strain. The force of the turn caused the line Edmond was holding to slip from the cleat that held it in place, the heat of the rope running through his hands forced Edmond to let go. The boom of the sail came swinging across the deck striking one of the Chinese crewmen, swiftly tossing him up and over the side. Edmond ran towards the railing where the man had been standing seconds earlier. Sergeant Gupta slammed the end of his club into Edmund’s midriff doubling him over. “He’s dead!” yelled the Sergeant “secure that line before I toss you over with him!” Edmond was hauled to his feet by the collar and he jumped to his task, secured the line, and then went forward towards the guns.

Edmond could see the mysterious ship was nearly upon them, the bright white sails almost seeming to glow from the sunlight behind the masts. He was surprised to see a woman standing on the bowsprit of the mysterious ship, swinging a sling above her head. The woman let loose a missile from the sling, striking one of the sails and sliding down the cloth to the deck, the stone eventually came to rest near Edmond's feet. Checking that Sergeant Gupta was still standing near the helm, Edmond looked down at the round river-smoothed rock, which was covered in an unfamiliar and complicated runic writing. From the helm Edmond heard the Captain shout the command to fire, followed by a two-tone twoooo-eeeeee from the Sergeant’s whistle. Puzzled, Edmond attempted to remember what that sound meant, when for a second time he heard the command, and the blast from the whistle. The crew looked at each other in confusion as the two ships passed by each other unharmed, and Edmond could swear he saw the woman on the bowsprit wink at him. Before he could recognize the significance of his ignorance, pain exploded from the back of Edmond’s head as the boards of the deck rushed up at him, twice more he was struck on the shoulders with the short black club. Dazed, Edmond watched as Sergeant Gupta hurriedly kicked the stone into the ocean. Order restored to the Moa’s crew, the two ships swung around to face each other for a second time. Back under the spell of Sergeant Gupta’s whistle Edmond found himself moving one of the brass cannons into position as the ships passed each other once again. The whistle sounded, Edmond attempted to will his body not to move, as he lowered the match. The sound of the Moa’s cannons firing simultaneously was deafening as the deck of the ship that had been pursuing them splintered and cracked.

As the ships parted Edmond could see that the opposing schooner had a large hole in her deck. Turning to examine his own ship Edmond saw that the top quarter of the foremast now hung down limp, and useless from its rigging. The mysterious ship turned to chase the Moa for a moment before turning its beam to the wind and fleeing.

“Get those guns loaded” Captain Phipher shouted from the wheel as he turned the Moa to give chase. The mysterious green and black schooner had already begun to pull away and was now only increasing the distance between the two ships. It became apparent very quickly that the Moa would never catch the much faster schooner, however the Captain continued his pursuit late into the day, until the mysterious ship disappeared over the horizon as the sun was setting.

Later that night Edmond was on deck, vomiting into the sea.

“Well that was certainly exciting eh?” Nelson said cheerily

“That was terrifying, I never want to touch a gun again” replied Edmond, exhausted, and now finished vomiting, his sickness having kept him from sleeping like the rest of the crew.

“You may get along with a friend of mine then” said Nelson walking over to the railing where Edmond was leaning. “Cheer up my boy, we received some very good news today!”

“And what news is that?” said Edmond lowering himself to sit on the deck, resting his back on the rail. “I got scarred sick today, and if that's not enough, we lost a third of our sails”

“Precisely!” Nelson exclaimed excitedly. “We will need a new mast now, being that masts are made from trees, naturally we will need to head for land!” Nelson began to bandage the burns on Edmond’s palms as he continued to elaborate. “My dear friend Cassandra appears to have stumbled upon us, although she will be preoccupied with the own repairs.”

“You know that woman?” asked Edmond, stunned “She is coming to rescue you?”

Lifting Edmond to his feet Nelson replied; “we are part of the same club, if you care to put it that way. I doubt however that Cassandra is here just for me, her and our dear Captian have a less-than-civil rivalry, if you will. It is a fortuitous coincidence however, that she should find us on this ship” Nelson and Edmond began making their way below deck to where the rest of the crew were sleeping, “now it is time to get to sleep my boy. Stay positive Eddy, tomorrow is a brighter day” Nelson added as he and Edmond entered a sleep that only exhausted men experience.










  
    Grazel the Scholar



“Eh, sir. Are you absolutely certain that this is a good idea?”

Grazel swiveled his head to gaze at the assistant that had asked him the question before giving a rather empty grin and responding, “Nope. Not in the slightest.”

His assistant sighed, suppressing the need to fling her hands in the air. “Sir, I know that your work resides sort of in the grey area, but didn’t you say that if you let your experiments start to cause pointless damage that the organization that backs you would cut ties?”

Grazel felt a bit of actual delight slip into his usual smile as his assistant expressed her ability to retain information. “If the civilian population were in any real danger, than yes, I would run that risk. But for this experiment, there is no risk at all. Look.”

Grazel slipped her the device that he called ‘binoculars,’ and pointed her at a specific individual near the center of the town that they were watching.

She looked through it and saw a slight blonde haired man standing a little off to the side of a group of people gathered around an old well. “What am I supposed to be looking at?”

Grazel rolled his eyes. “At Allman, obviously!” He started waving about a rather sizeable pamphlet and gesticulating wildly at a particular hand sketched image.

His assistant sidled away from him as best as she could, considering that they were lying on their stomachs in a confined camouflage shelter that Grazel had produced that morning. She wondered, briefly, if his mind had finally snapped before she realized what he was so frantic about.

“‘Alfred Allman, A-class Monster Hunter, specialized in killing wyrms.’ Do you see now, Cicil? Do you see why I chose to conduct this specific test, at this place, at this time?”

It was Cicil’s turn to role her eyes. “Because you just thought of the experiment yesterday? Furthermore, what makes you think that some random fellow is a high ranking wyrm-killer that just so happens to be in the very same town that you get the inspiration to see whether or not wyrm eggs blow up when they hatch?” Cicil shook her head. “I mean, if we had set foot into town and you had seen him up close, I could understand. But we hadn’t even entered the town’s gate when you suddenly spouted out your latest idiotic plan. Hell, you didn’t even let us enter the inn and sleep in an actual-”

Grazel shushed her with a waved hand and a particular look. Cicil had seen it before and knew that he was completely dead to the world except for what he was focusing on. “It has begun.”

The assistant saved the rest of her complaints for another time and put the binoculars to her eyes as the ground started to rumble. She could see the people that had gathered around the well were starting to run away like scattering mice. She chose to ignore the fact the blonde man hadn’t run off like the others.

The rumbles suddenly erupted in the form of a great column of steam that rose from the aged well. Cicil unconsciously held her breath as a shape started to move in the covering steam. Her eyes tracked the shadows through the steam until it slowly revealed itself.

There were a vast variety of wyrms, ranging from subspecies that barely resembled the traditional limbless snake to the dominant few that were almost indistinguishable from their greater cousins, the dragons. This particular wyrm was a subspecies, possessing a pair of forelegs that it used to drag itself along the ground as well as to combat what would turn into it’s food. This wyrm’s skin had a pale pink color, and whether that was what all wyrms looked like when freshly born, or that shading was a characteristic of this breed, Cicil did not have the knowledge to tell.

She turned her gaze slightly to glance at the still enraptured Grazel, feeling that he could answer any bit of trivial knowledge about any kind of dragonkin, if one could tolerate the hour long lecture that would accompany the answer. She decided not to ask and returned her attention to the newly born wyrm.

The monster seemed to be blinking against the harsh glare of the noontime sunlight as it staggered forth from the well. Just as the wyrm started to move towards the fleeing townspeople, a glittering flash came down upon the monster’s neck, separating the head and neck with admirable precision. The sword that had introduced the wyrm’s head to the ground belonged, of course, to the blonde man that Grazel had identified as the A-class Monster Hunter, Alfred Allman.

Cicil gritted her teeth knowing that the next time she tried to call Grazel on his intuition, he would have another example of him being right to use against her. She could hear her employer muttering to himself, complementing Allman on his execution of the wyrm.

“That’s not the last, though.” He shook his head to illustrate his point, as if speaking directly to the monster hunter. “No, the Blackmoore Wyrms lay eggs in clutches of up to fifty at a time.”

This certainly caught Cicil’s attention. “Fifty?! Grazel, shouldn’t we do something? Even if he is a specialist, anyone would have difficulty with fifty wyrms, newborn or not!”

Grazel twitched as if just realizing that she was there. “Ah, no, not fifty, two to five at most would be able to escape the well. I can see how my statement could be misleading, but most wyrms would first feed upon each other for sustenance and to eliminate future competition. Many animals do that, for example, - Ah! Speak of the devil, and in he walks.”

Cicil quickly returned her attention to the scene just as another wyrm was launching itself at Allman from the rim of the well. He managed to catch it on the edge of his sword, and then made quick work of it as it fell to the ground. The third was dealt with using equal skill, and the fourth was decapitated before it could fully clear the lip of the well.

All three of them waited for another pink snaky head to peek over at them. When that didn’t happen, Allman stepped away from the well and Grazel muttered, “Four it is then. I must admit, that does not strike me as a particularly fortuitous omen, but, whatever goes.”

Cicil breathed out a sigh of relief. “Then that’s it? We can stop this ridiculous experiment, we’re done?”

Grazel blinked at her. “What are you talking about? The experiment hasn’t even begun.”

Cicil blinked at him. “You said that the experiment was to see if wyrm eggs blow up. We saw the explosion, all the steam, they blew up. That means we’re done.”

Grazel shook his head. “No, no, no, the steam was just the water burning from the newborn wyrms’ high body temperature. We have to go inside of the well and examine the interior with our own eyes to see whether the eggs blew or not.”

Cicil looked at the mud the caked most of her clothes. “Then, why are we here, wallowing in mud, when we could be in the town, wallowing in soft beds.”

Grazel blinked again. “This was the best view of the fight, of course.”

Cicil hung from a rope that, she hated to admit, wasn’t causing her the slightest bit of discomfort. This was due to the rig that had been designed by her employer in his obsessive fascination with virtually everything that, for once, actually benefited her. She did not want to know how Grazel had designed it to so perfectly fit her body, though.

“Testing, testing, this is Night Owl to the Assistant, do you copy Assistant? Over.”

Cicil gritted her and lifted the conch shell that was affixed to a cord hanging off of her belt to her ear.

“Shove it up your ass and die, Grazel. Why the hell do I have to do this?! I believe that I described my opinion of enclosed spaces very well.”

“This is Night Owl to the Assistant, I will repeat. You are in the well because you will not hyperventilate and die the moment you lose sight of the sun. Over”

“Remind me why that event should make me unhappy?” Cicil hissed the words through gritted teeth into the stupid conch shell as her legs dangled listlessly over the near black abyss.

“Because you don’t get out of the well unless I pull you up, Assistant. Have you encountered the bottom yet? Over.”

“How do we know that the bottom isn’t under twenty meters of water and your just lowering me to a slow drowning death?”

“Because, Assistant, this well was dried up thirty years ago, and the advent of the wyrm hatchling should have vaporized any significant amount of water remaining. Tell me when you hit the bottom, over.”

After a few minutes more, she felt the tips of her feet brush against something solid and held the conch to her face again. “This is Underpaid Assistant to Dirty Barn Owl, I’m on the bottom”

Cicil felt a sudden laxity of the rope holding her up and she dropped down on the ground. A moment later a shining light floated down until it was at chest level, revealing the interior of the well.

“Shit.” The light revealed dozens of shattered and burned egg fragments and shredded wyrm corpses surrounding her from when the hatching had occurred earlier that day. That was not, however, why she had cursed, and she pulled the conch up to her mouth as quickly as she could.

“There are scores of untouched eggs down here. I don’t know how we’re going to deal with this many -.”

She was interrupted as half a dozen oversized leather sacks hit the ground besides her.

“Assistant, pack as many of the most pristine eggs that you can find into the bags, it is critical that they receive as little of your body heat as possible. Over”

Cicil was genuinely stunned for all of a moment. “If you actually expect me to risk my life for the sake of your insane curiosity, then I swear that I’ll crawl up this shaft and stuff you.”

“Poor quality wyrm eggs are currently going for twenty-eight gold pieces per ounce on the open market. Over.”

Cicil managed to force five eggs into the first pack without damaging them, then tying it off to a free hanging rope to be pulled up. In all, she managed to get twenty-four of the best looking wyrm eggs out of the well.

“Grazel, there’s still a lot of eggs down here, what do you think that we should do with the rest of them?”

“Assistant, I’ll deal with them when you come up. Over”

Cicil positioned herself under the now ascending ball of light and felt the tension as the harness tightened slightly against her body and she began to ascend. Now that the return trip was illuminated, a fair bit of her anxiety disappeared with the darkness. Now that she could see properly, Cicil took note of several different kinds of moss and lichen that she knew from her studies of herbs.

That was the original reason for her employment, after all. Grazel had burst into the inn that she was staying at and had loudly proclaimed that he was searching for a competent authority on plants. Cicil had been desperately short on money, and Grazel paid very well, his other personality quirks notwithstanding. Four months later she was debt free and being pulled out of a well by a half crazed scholar who was as likely to get them both killed as do something useful.

Cicil couldn’t help but let a faint laugh escape her as she thought about being debt free. A year ago she had been desperate enough for money to go to a loan shark. One thing led to another and the next thing she knew, Cicil Dorclease was up to her not-quite-curved ears in debt. The loan sharks were trying to force her to do unsavory things when Grazel had hired her. After the job that he wanted done was complete, which was to identify a particular strain of poison in a collection of ruins, when she returned to town, the loan sharks had mysteriously disappeared.

The funny thing about Grazel was that for an amiable fellow who was rarely ever even impolite to most people, the strangest things could set him off at the strangest times. Cicil had seen it happen once, and had almost felt bad for the swindler that the scholar had virtually dismembered. So it would have been perfectly in character for him to try to take her debt from the loan sharks, not to free her, but probably to force her into continuous and continuously insane work, only to butcher them all in a fit of pique over some perceived slight.

“And good riddance to the blood sucking parasites.” Cicil muttered this under her breath as she reached the lip of the well and pulled herself over.

She managed to unhook herself from the collection of straps and buckles without assistance while Grazel took down his pulley system and managed to break it down and store it away in a tiny bag in a process that Cicil doubted anyone else could copy. She spied the group of bags that contained a small fortune and wished that she could have found something like that a year ago.

She turned back towards Grazel and asked, “So how are you going to dispose of all of those eggs before they hatch?

Grazel turned towards her with a look in one eye and a half smirk. “Like this, of course.”

He produced a bottle of liquor that Cicil knew for a fact wasn’t his, stuffed a piece of cloth into the neck, set it on fire with a spark from snapping his fingers and then tossed it down the well. The assistant had enough time to deeply regret not hiding the liquor in a safer place as her employer started to pick up their loot.

“What do you two think you’re doing on this fine night?”

The unexpected voice froze them both in their tracks, though Grazel reacted quickly enough after that to fool any amateur by turning the sudden jerk into a sweeping bow. “Master Allman, it is our humblest pleasure to meet your most august personage.”

The large blonde man was much more intimidating than his drawing in Grazel’s guide to notable monster hunters and their underworld bounties. Perhaps it was the deep lines to his face, or the sword on his back that she had seen him use to effortlessly slice through the wyrms earlier that day, but the sight of Alfred Allman caused Cicil to freeze in fear.

Grazel could work his guile to gods and demons, but Cicil just wasn’t that crazy. Her employer moved himself in front of her, obscuring a great deal of her panicking face from the monster hunter. “As to what we are doing this fine night as you asked sir Allman, why we were simply working to contribute to the scientific knowledge of the time.”

Grazel swept one arm towards their collection of egg filled sacks and maintained the meaningless smile that he seemed to specialize in. That might almost be believable, aside from the claptrap about scientific advancement, if a sudden rumbling in the ground and a tremendous burst of fire hadn’t erupted from the old well, melting the stones around it into so much molten rock.

Allman just raised one thick eyebrow halfway up his forehead. Grazel’s smile turned just a touch macabre as he continued. “Of course, cleaning up a bit of harmful trash is also considered a public service, I believe.”

Allman nodded, if only slightly, and Cicil’s legs unfroze just a bit, before his next words sent ice straight into her heart. “You two are not from this town and you’re not merchants. There is too little foot traffic through this village for the two of you to be here through mere coincidence. Since you scavenged the eggs fair and square, as well as taking care of the remaining eggs in the well, I will only ask this,” he looked specifically at Grazel now, completely ignoring Cicil, much to her relief. “How did you know about the wyrms?”

Grazel’s smile twitched back into a more normal, for him, expression, just as Cicil’s snapped into an angry expression at the use of the term village to describe the largest town in the area, though Grazel was still blocking her. “The same way that you did, I imagine. I read about it.”

Now both of Allman’s eyebrows rose up his head. “You read it? Is the Association publishing details about secret missions now?”

Grazel bowed his head in apology. “Of course not, sir. What I mean is that I read about the temporary invasion of this town some forty years ago by a particularly unpleasant wyrm. I just assumed that, well, if big nasty had managed to reproduce, then it would require a dark, dank, and inaccessible place for those eggs to grow. I simply wondered if my theory happened to be correct.”

Allman watched him for a moment, before grinning rather toothily himself. “Well, I could hardly have reason to hold up such an exemplary person, especially when a crowd is gathering. Though as a passing recommendation, I feel that the Association could use such outstanding fellows as the two of you. I strongly advise applying.”

With that, the monster hunter withdrew as a crowd was beginning to gather after having been woken by the noise of Grazel’s explosion. Cicil, whose legs had grown shaky again at the implied threat, was quickly hurried off by Grazel and the two withdrew to the inn that they had rented a pair of rooms at earlier that day, their loot from the wyrm nest safely in hand.



  
    The Hybrid



"Laurie, that still looks like a worm."

"Shut your mouth, Speaker, or I'm gonna shut it for you."

"I merely speak the truth." The person in the paint-stained hoodie shrugged, shoving their hands into their cargo pants. "It is you who shut your mind to the truth of things."

Laurie Kearney turned around, her red hair appearing to be literally aflame in the late afternoon sun. "I said, shut your mouth. Asshole." She placed the wooden carving of a dragon back in the bag so she could glare at her impertinent helper more imposingly.

Speaker, in the guise of a young blond woman with a violet tattoo covering their cheek, merely laughed. Laurie spit to the side before continuing on. Whatever sort of being her newfound helper actually was, they could certainly be a pain in the ass. But they had been kind enough to carry today's commission for her, so she could hardly complain. Besides, although she'd never admit it to them, her whittling skills were terrible enough that she was surprised this one even looked vaguely serpentine. At least she was using an Eastern dragon model, she'd have never been able to carve a Western one.

"Okay, you can keep talking, but only if you're kind enough to explain something to me." She continued to glare at them, blue eyes glittering like shards of ice.

Speaker, if that was really their name, smiled blandly. "Oh?"

"Why're you helping me out?" Laurie couldn't hide the edge of suspicion in her voice; if this person was planning to sabotage her work, she was going to teach them quite the lesson.

They paused, tapping their fingers against the side of the container. "I suppose it would be because I have never heard of such a… Hm, a dramatic transmutation before. I am interested in seeing how this would work."

She turned her head again, squinting at them. "You mean to say you didn't do any reading up on this at all?"

"I wanted to be surprised." They smiled that bland, half-smile again, and Laurie had to resist the urge to wipe that smug look off their face.

"Well, uh, buddy, prepare to be amazed." She gave them her best evil grin before turning her attention back to the path.

This was a familiar area to her, but usually she was carrying a heavy container with a heavy fish in it. This was one of the few times she'd been able to actually take a good look around on the way there. On the other hand, the shapeshifter doing the lifting for her was an unknown quantity. They were probably human, and probably from this dimension, but she'd only met them a few weeks ago in the Library. Their temperament, and intentions, were still unclear. But, if they were willing to keep fetching and carrying for her, she supposed she could live with them being an insufferable enigma.

The barely-visible forest path suddenly widened into a clearing, revealing a modestly sized pond with a small waterfall pouring into it. Laurie gestured to Speaker to place the container down, before walking around the pond. The plants seemed healthy, although that wasn't her area of expertise, and the tadpoles swimming about told her that there was plenty of life in the water. That was good, it meant that she'd be able to do this working as quickly as the carp permitted. She placed the wooden statuettes in their proper places, and pretended that they weren't obviously misshapen and asymmetrical. She just had to know what they were, after all.

There were ways to hasten the process of acclimating any fish to a pond, both magical and mundane, but Laurie preferred to do it the old-fashioned way. It was time-consuming, but it allowed her to check for even the most minute sign of trouble. The pond looked lively and healthy, but she was always paranoid about such things. There had been an event where a pond had been seriously fouled, and had she used shortcuts in acclimation, the carp would have died instantly. It was better to be safe than sorry, so she let herself take all the time this fish needed to acclimate to the new pond before beginning the ritual.

Finally, she released the fish into the pond. She watched it like a hawk as it swam around, snapping up tadpoles and familiarizing itself with all of the nooks and crannies. It would want to take its time to explore, so she finally tore her eyes away and began drawing the circle which would allow her to channel the energy into the statues, and from there into the water itself. She took her time, checking and rechecking until it was finally perfect.

Years of practice took over, and Laurie felt the magic flow through her, through the statues, through the waterfall which was the only barrier to the fish's ascension. This one seemed motivated to jump, whether because it sensed the magic flowing through the water, or due to some other impetus flowing through its veins. It circled the pond, once, twice, three times, building up momentum. And then, halfway through the fourth circuit, it turned sharply, speeding to the falls with all of its might.

And then it jumped, in a flash of orange scales and white fins. The magic caught it, and it hung suspended in the air for a brief moment. For those seconds, it looked like a glittering statue made of gold and gems. Laurie's breath always caught from the marvel of it all, despite having performed and perfected the ritual time and time again. To her, this was one of the most beautiful things she had ever been blessed to see. The magic knew what it had to do. The carp's body began to stretch, lengthening to become more serpentine. Its dorsal fin extended to cover the length of its back while its caudal fin receded into a tuft of white fur. The pectoral and pelvic fins stretched into short, white legs, as the other two fins vanished into its new body. The skull became more dragon-like, the jaws stretching out and growing dangerously sharp teeth.

Another head grew from the base of the newly-elongated neck. And then another, and another, teeth snapping as Laurie frantically attempted to cancel the spell. The carp, no, the dragon, thrashed about wildly as if it was in pain. It probably is, murmured a thought in the back of Laurie's head as she pulled her magic away from the water and the statues. The sooty dots on the dragon suddenly took on a new significance. A koi carp might have taken on that coloration, but in combination with the white fins, it was more typical of an amelanistic tench carp. The whiskers, though, were all koi. It hadn't occurred to her to question it, because most tench/koi hybrids died after hatching. The genes controlling the head and mouth development were different, and they-.

The genes controlling the head and mouth development were different. Fuck.

One of the vaguely draconic statues exploded in a shower of splinters. One by one, the other three followed, showering the pond in scraps of wood. A wild swing of the dragon's many heads sent a half-formed mouth snapping towards Laurie, deadly sharp teeth flashing in the sunlight. She felt something impact her, and a searing pain in her leg as she fell into the pond. Guided by some instinct, the protodragon ascended into the sky, darting away through the treetops and into the clouds.

"Your leg." The dripping wet person- no, Speaker tore off their hoodie, wrapping it around the mangled stump. "Does this happen often?"

Laurie tried to stare at them incredulously, but the effect was ruined by the tadpoles attempting to colonize her hair. "What do you think?"

"I was awed, I have to admit. I think I am going to continue accompanying you on these ventures." There was something in Speaker's voice that Laurie wasn't quite sure how to place.

"Lost a leg, gained an intern. I can live with that, I guess."

"Not until I get you assistance. May I leave the container here, or should I carry you in it?"

"…Shut your mouth." Laurie closed her eyes as the wave of pain and shock finally hit her.



  
    Pass Over The Sea
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    An Incident in the Final Battle of the Dead Kingdom's War



The knife felt like a serpent in Kiev's hand. The ornate metalwork on the handle seemed to slither between in his sweaty palm, as if anticipating what would soon occur. He looked down, and saw his knuckles were white with tension. A quick glance around him assuaged his fears. Nobody was staring at him. No one had seen. He was, for now, safe.

The crowd's attention was focused entirely on the view from the balcony. Though the crush of bodies blocked any glimpse Kiev may have caught of what lay there, it was easy enough to imagine. The invaders had already torn down the city's walls. Smoke rose from the ruins of buildings. The force of their magic stained the sky with red streets. If they were not already at the palace gates, they would be soon, with their weapons and spells and rage, ready to strip the kingdom's thousand year history to dust. The thought of the savages pouring over their rubble, fondling the kingdom's prized artifacts, reveling in the ashes of a beauty they could never appreciate made Kiev's throat catch. No. Such events could not be allowed to pass.

He felt a hand on his shoulder and turned. Kyra stared at him with near-black eyes. The expression on his sister's face was one he had never imagined he would see her wear- angry, confused, fearful. And piercing. Always piercing. When she looked at him, he felt like a cadaver on a table, sliced open and exposed.

“You're sure this is right?” she said.

“Look around you.” He made a small gesture around the room with his free hand. “How could it be right to let this continue?”

She released his shoulder without a word. Her eyes seemed to narrow further into him, and he looked away quickly.

“All that has happened, and you wish to spill more of our blood?”

He leaned in to ensure not a syllable of speech drifted to an outside listener. “I would gladly spill a hundred rivers of our people's blood if it meant a hundred and one of theirs would fall.”

A disturbed murmer came from the crowd. Kiev looked up, startled, but their attention was still entirely focused on the battle below. The expressions on their faces did not stir any hope within him. Some held drink or pipes of wetroot. As he watched some people separated from the crowd and wandered off into the halls, staring grimly at the floor. Tears shone in the eyes of one man.

Through the crowd, Kiev could see his father. It was impossible not to see the man- he already towered above ever other person in height, and the gaudy, golden crown he wore like a tentpole sticking from his so skull only ensured his presence would be felt in any room he entered. He gripped the edge of the balcony with clenched fists and teeth. He stood in a circle of people-less space. None dared go near him in this state.

On the edge of the crowd a short, red-haired man glanced in Kiev's direction, then approached the pair. “Grim times,” he said as he drew near.

Kiev nodded, trying to keep the venom from his voice. “Indeed, Arlo. But they will pass. They always do.”

“You believe that?” Arlo chuckled and took a sip of his drink.

“I believe that this kingdom cannot fall.”

Arlo shrugged. “Maybe not. But our walls have.” He stalked off into the hallway, no doubt searching to partake in a final act of degeneracy.

Kiev allowed himself a brief glance at the night. The tip of the blade twitched. Perhaps it could sense the bloodshed around it, knew that there would only be more to come. He sometimes wondered if it was the blade's thoughts that filled his mind, darkened his dreams. Was it the creature inside that whispered to him at night? Was it merely trying to sate its endless hunger? But staring through the crowd and the war and the enemy, he now understood the truth. This needed to be done. There was no other way to stop the storm.

He advanced, and the crowd parted as they saw him and realized his identity, until he had a clear path to stand next to his father. The man who had raised him did not acknowledge his son's presence. His focus was too centered on the battle below. And Kiev, transfixed by the horror of the war, did not want it.

A sea of bloodied bodies surged forward against the city wall, rushing forward and falling back and rushing forward again like waves battering a stormy shore. With each charge, more of the invaders fell, but before their bodies touched the ground three more would run screaming forward to take their place. They clutched spears and broken blades and crude clubs and anything else they could find to crack an imperialist skull.

Their mages floated on the backlines. Filthy rags fluttered in the wind behind them. Had Kiev been closer, he would have seen the arcane symbols stitched into each one, throwbacks to dark rituals of power too terrible even for this war. Light erupted from the mages as, in turn, they threw forward the power they held within. Kaleidoscope daggers spiraled between rainbow missiles, crashing against the walls, sending chunks of brick flying. The castle's defenses glowed with the effort of trying to maintain the building's shape.

“They have yet to take the gate,” said Kiev. “There may still be some hope.”

“What do you know of hope?” said the King. His gripped on the bannister tightened. “Hope is a sick thing that rips husbands from their wives and gold from its pockets. It is the darkness' whisper that tempts us forward into oblivion. Is that what you see down there? Hope?”

“I see men,” said Kiev. “Men we can kill.”

The King turned to stare at Kiev. How long had it been since they were last this close? Since they last spoke so many words to each other? Were it not for the circumstances, Kiev might have found joy in this moment. “Not these men. Not today.”

“To be cursed with anything but a fool for a father,” said Kiev. “Don't you see their corpses on our steps? Their blood soaking our earth? We could slaughter them all, were you not so cowardly.”

His father looked away, again hypnotized by the battle. “I would have thought the same, when I was younger.”

“And now?”

He no longer seemed to be addressing his son but a memory, a faded ghost seen only to him. “Now I wonder if it is not best for us to die.”

That was it then. The answer. The one Kiev had not expected but still dreaded. The one the Blade had whispered to him through these long weeks. Only one way to save the kingdom then. A trade. Kiev stepped forward and drove the Blade into his father's back.

His father stumbled forward, grasping at the air. Blood streamed from his mouth and nose and the wound and covered the stone, the knife, Kiev's hands. Ripping the blade free, Kiev stepped back, stared. He had expected to feel more. He had expected, perhaps, some sort of regret or horror. But watching his father writhing in blood, he felt only a weak satisfaction. The King turned to look at his son for the final time. Kiev grabbed his shoulders, shoved him over the side of the bannister. The body fell and landed in the center of the scrambling invaders.

And Kiev's ears filled with the cackle of the Blade.



  
    Winter



There is a certain kind of lurking power, endemic only to winter forests. A stalking force, standing behind dark trees, lying under frozen streams. It is a black, hulking thing, trudging through snow, leaving footprints where they will be seen, tracks leading further into the frosted heart of the wood. The beast takes solace in the biting cold, finding comfort in the howling wind, the unforgiving snowfall.

It has no shape, no features. It is the white wind and black sky. Its head is weighed down by mighty antlers, countless points tangled in moss, branches, flesh. Its bones are cold stone, covered in black fur, coarse as bark.

It is a formless shade.

It is a four limbed beast, teeth gnashing, claws extended. It is a great tree, limbs stretching high towards the blank sky, roots stretching down forever into the earth. It is a deer, a boar, a squirrel, an animal that ought not be as aggressive as it is, a thing to which killing is alien, yet a thing that radiates hate and death.

It is a man. Adept and at home in the snowy wild. It carries a spear, a net, a bow. It hunts. Maybe you, maybe all the other scared things. Maybe anything it can track. Man and beast bleed the same. Scream the same. Die the same.

He is the gale, the violent storm that tears down trees, hurls boulders, chokes the living under immeasurable weights of snow. He is the tyrant successor, murderer of weak autumn.

She is the still, the silence of undisturbed snow, untouched even by the wind. The distant songs and calls of an unseen bird, too far away and much too close. She is the unforgiving matriarch, only to be undone by a surreptitious spring.

At its heart, it is cold. A gnawing, biting cold. A piercing, throbbing pain. The cold that stays with you long after you have gotten away from it. Those deep crystals of ice that stay frozen within you, never thawing. A cold that blackens limbs and drives men mad. Frozen, white hot fire.

There is a certain kind of lurking power, endemic only to winter forests, and it will follow you out.

-Excerpt from Mónos’s First Collection of Cantripped Poetry and Seasonal Psychopomp Rituals.



  
    
      Brother Calbhach's Herbal

      Brother Calbhach, an 8th century Irish monk, was a deeply pious man, but he saw no harm in learning from the pagan lore which herbs could be made into potent charms, or which plants would help keep insects and blight away from his cultivars.

    

  
    The Red Dryad



The Flann-Leaithín is a rare flower, found amongst its yellow-centered kin1, in the crags and crevices of Boireann. It can be easily identified; in appearance, it is nearly identical to the more common yellow-centered specimens, but posessing a blood-red center instead.

There are those many who would say that it is a wicked flower of pagan virtue. My brothers here at the monastery would consider it heresy to actively search for this flower, but I believe this misguided reluctance is fueled by illogical thinking and belief in the pagan's "black magic"; it is surely worse to validate the pagan beliefs by such a reaction.

The tales say that the flower grows only found near the Poll na Brón2 after the completion of certain forbidden blood rites to heathen idols for the purpose of foul magics, but I know this at least to be mere superstition.

Though the flower blooms are exceedingly rare, finding where the Flann-Leaithín may come to bloom is not difficult; I believe they can appear anywhere normal leaithín grow and flourish. I had originally dismissed stories that the Flann-Leaithín never grew in direct sunlight as more of the vast superstition that surrounds this marvelous flower, but there may some truth to this particular part of the tales, as I have never found the Flann-Leaithín in direct contact of the sun's caress.

That the Flann-Leaithín is no normal flower I have no doubt. In my long career, I have only twice found the Flann-Leaithín myself, each time on the bed of a drying turlach, not a hand's width from the head of a dead widgeon. Perhaps it is this nutrition of blood from which it derives its properties, and perhaps the cause for the paganish superstition of death and misfortune that surround this flower.

Unlike its more common ilk, which possess no particular qualities worth mention, the Flann-Leaithín has several uses which make the time and effort involved in finding this rare flower worth the trouble.

The untreated and raw elements of this plant are deadly. The stem and leaves of the Flann-Leaithín contain powerful poisons, that cause death in those who ingest it. Their minds seemingly go blank, and become slow to move. Old tales say this poison steals the soul, so the mind goes quiet and body has no choice but to lie down and breathe slower, and slower, until they can breathe no more. Whether it is a poison of both soul and body or body alone, undoubtedly it is a potent poison best avoided.

Those unlucky enough to ingest or chew on the blood-red centers of the petals are not granted such a relatively quick and peaceful death as that granted by the leaves and stems. The petals cause the onset of a deep and incurable madness, causing the unlucky soul to quickly go blind. In their madness, they claim to be able to see both the creatures of this world, and that of another. They tend to either ramble endlessly, or become dumb and never speak again. The poor souls have ingested the Flann-Leaithín inevitably die within a year, weakened by madness and pain. The superstition and legends that surround the Flann-Leaithín are deep; it is said that in the olden times, powerful witches would willingly ingest the petals to consort with demons and the spirits of the dead, performing favors for these beings in exchange for insight into the past and future and magical power.

This use of this precious plant's petals however, misuse its potential. A carefully boiled infusion of the flower can be a powerful curative agent, that can aid the healing of mind, body, and soul. It can be applied to wounds, which will begin healing quickly and regain their normal coloration. Taken orally, it is a superb cure for nerves, as even a few drops cause a great sense of ease and awareness. Taken as a daily tonic, it promotes great physical well being, but should only be taken during injury or illness, as continued exposure is said to addle the mind.

However, it may be worth foregoing these petals and risk loss of the flower to attain the most precious component the Flann-Leaithín can offer; the seed head of the Flann-Leaithín. It is not indistinguishable from the seed-head of a normal Leaithín, so the plant must be found while it is still flowering, then marked in some manner and allowed to mature. The many tales say it is this part which, when boiled with a mixture of turlach water and human blood, will invite a certain type of demon or spirit, The Red Women, they call them. These "Red Women" will become one with the body they are invited into, destroying or forever changing the mind and body of its consumer, granting powerful magicks, a voice and body with the power over men, and the ability to talk with all trees and plants.

I do not know of this, as I have never been able to find a Flann-Leaithín seed-head myself, but I do possess a few banned scholarly texts which offer more pragmatic uses for this flower organ: when prepared with an infusion of foxglove and betony, it can serve as a restorative of the mind and body so powerful it will destroy even demons within the possessed; however, this infusion causes those who drink it to enter a blissful sleep soon after, followed by an equally blissful death.

- Translation and footnotes by L.S.


Footnotes

1. The White Dryad, or Mountain Avens. Leaithín in Irish

2. "Hole of Sorrows"





  
    Walking Among the Tree Flowers



As one walks through the Savian Tree Flower Garden, it is inevitable that their gaze will be drawn to the large stump in the middle of the gardens. Old and wormy, it stands out as a symbol of decay in an area filled with so much life. Many visitors will leave just pondering, never bothering to grasp at the answer before them. A curious few, however, will ask the nearest groundskeeper what the story of the stump is. The groundskeeper will chuckle, and ask if they are sure they want to know. If they respond in the affirmative, he will grin.

"Lets us start at the beginning…"

Before the Tree Flower Garden was a possession of the Savians, it belonged to an Elrichian Nobleman named Robert J. Atkins. He was an odd man, who collected botanical wonders from all corners of the continent. In his collection, there were trees and vines and flowers that would fill the onlooker with a sense of amazement, as they were the wittiness to a great age that had seen time pass by infinitely. The prize of his collection was a large tree, which he had name the Grandfather. Atkins claimed that the tree had been recovered from the northern land of Dolren. He also claimed it was the oldest tree in existence, a tree which had witnessed all of mankind's exploits on the continent.

At first he had displayed Grandfather in his private gardens, inviting visitors to come and touch the oldest life form in Elrich. As time went on, however, he became worried about the trees health. Many people had touched it, hoping some of its immortal properties would rub off on them. Others would tear bark from the trunk, for use in potions and witchcraft and other nebulous dark things. Soon, the trunk began to look bare and wormy, a sick sight for what had once been a virile source of life.

So the noble Atkins ordered it re-interred in his fortress, where no citizen would be able to pick and pry at it. But even here, it was not safe. The men defending the fort would pluck the leaves for good luck, courage and strength in battle. They brewed it in teas, kept it on their persons, and added them to their weapons. But as they did, the tree became thinner and gaunt, and it soon looked as crooked and raggedy as an old man on his deathbed. Atkins' worry became fear.

So the great Grandfather was moved one more time, to the chambers of Atkins' own manor. Here is a place he believed it would be safe from any harm that could be brought upon it, away from any man besides his servants and himself. But Atkins' paranoia soon bested his sense of safety. He began to refuse his servants entry into the Grandfathers botany chamber, because he believed that they too would vandalize the ancient oak. In the night, he believed he heard them scratching the wood of the trunk, and he relocated himself to its chamber, only allowing servants to bring food through the doorframe.

Nobody is sure what became of him after this. Some say that he lived the rest of his life with his tree, refusing access to anyone but the spirits and his own soul. Others say that his home was overrun in the Elrichian war against the Suvans. A number of people even tell the tale that the Grandfather began to peel the Atkins apart, in the same way that it had been treated for so many years. In any case, Atkins was not seen from for some time. When the servants returned to the home after fleeing from the war, they found only a stump, a hat, and a blank paper with a quill at its side. One of the servants, a Savian, took it with him as repayment, and had it interred in the gardens, as its last place to rest. And so the Grandfather has resided here ever since, providing a grand story for any bold enough to ask.



  
    Make Like A Tree






	



	Almost Golden






This one was my first solo project, when I had only the lowly rank of Putative Kinsperson. Everything seemed so thrilling at the time. I remember the heady triumph of showing my initial result to Brother Dwayne: in autumn the foliage of my tree turned literally to gold. Beautiful, delicate golden leaves, each of them worth a fortune. How crestfallen I felt when I realized they were only pyrite! Brother Dwayne encouraged me to persevere and not lose faith in my abilities.

"Not quite gold, but a remarkable suffusion of yellow nevertheless. Beautiful and harmless; two qualities that are seldom achieved in conjunction. At your age I foolishly attempted a burning bush and the whole southern gardens were incinerated in the resulting conflagration."






	



	Sweet Leaf






This one was supposedly created from simple Japanese maple trees, but I always had my doubts about that. One early spring, Brother Dwayne decided to experiment as he was so often wont to do. With painstaking care, he installed minute spigots on these trees and collected sap in adorable little metal buckets. He obtained approximately one teaspoonful that he boiled carefully on an open flame. One of our less successful cedar trees was sacrificed to provide the firewood. When almost all the water had evaporated from the thimble-sized boiler, there remained a single drop of maple syrup. According to Brother Dwayne it was the mellowest nectar he ever tasted and "most precisely, though not accurately, described as the flavor equivalent of a cat flap". Now that I think of it, that’s when he started acting strange. Or even more so. I miss Brother Dwayne; I wonder what happened to him.






	



	The Shape of Things to Come






There was something unsettling about this one. Brother Dwayne really put his soul into it, and considered it his master-piece. But to me it felt just… wrong. We eventually sold it to a Mr. Zorkowicz and good riddance.






	



	Thicket to Ride






Brother Dwayne could spend hours contemplating his pine thicket and getting lost in meditative introspection. When questioned, he would put forward the most eccentric assertions.

“From without, our portable landscapes appear deceivingly small and harmless. If you are not careful in your wanderings, however, you may realize too late the unfathomable size of it. We perceive penjings as miniature, but this is simply due to the inconceivable distance that separates them from us. As we twist the limbs of the trees and sculpt their shape, we are moving them further away from this world, slowly pushing them across some unseen horizon. Consider the sky: Venus is in truth larger than the Moon. And the dimmest, most inconspicuous little star could swallow them whole in an instant.”






	



	Float






During the course of the last year, I would occasionally discover little bottles floating on the water of this pool. Inside of these I would find tiny bits of papers that I would extricate with my most minuscule tweezers. When I examined them under my magnifying glass, I saw them to be covered with microscopic writings. These messages seemed like gibberish to my eyes and I could not decipher their meaning, if indeed they had one.

I never found out who was expending so much effort pulling that joke, although it reminded me of the sort of things Brother Dwayne would do. These occurrences stopped some months ago and I had forgotten all about them until today. This evening I found a tiny skeleton beneath that tree.

It’s been 60 years since he disappeared. Where has he gone all that time? He always knew that the world is full of hidden wonders. Now, at last, I realize… I wish I would have believed it too.

Lately, my memories have taken a bright golden hue. They are more vivid than they ever were, but already I feel them becoming dry and brittle. Beautiful, delicate golden memories… are any of them worth anything? Soon they will fall off one by one and gather dead at my feet. How long before the wind scatters them? Or maybe some child will retrieve a few and preserve them between the pages of a book.
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    On Dryads



In Herschel's Zoobotanica, dryads are described as being biologically human, with the exception of one crucial factor: they are born with flowers entangled on the insides of their nerves. "Between specimens," she writes, "cosmetic variations abound; yet we find in them several similarities that are cause for their common categorisation. The arboreal growth in the majority of harvested specimens begins at the base of the coccyx, spreading upwards in a bundle of cellulose-walled tissue that resemble the vines of ivies or morning glories. From thereof, they branch towards the extremities of the body, blossoming at nerve clusters and points of confluence, in inflorescences of no more than five at a time. The exceptions are those which bear the blossoms of the rose, for those are the most sacred of flowers, and only grow singly upon the branching nodules of the system; their bearers are often found wracked with pain, as the sharp thorns dig into their lungs with their every breath."

The brain of a dryad is a fragile yet beautiful thing: in Herschel's time, they were preserved by collectors for use as one-of-a-kind centerpieces in crafts and floral arrangements.

Herschel's diagrams show the roots of the plant system exiting through a kind of growth at the base of the small of the back of the specimen, ending in a branching length of fibrous, fleshy roots up to six feet in length. She describes at great length how the dryad must remain rooted in one spot throughout its long existence, lest it be unable to absorb moisture and nutrition and succumb to a withering death of both the body and the mind. Due to the location of the roots, dryads are often found in a kneeling position in the wild, which, when combined with their phototrophic tendencies, makes them resemble repentant sinners or devout worshippers. "It is not for the lack of a reason that the dryad was once called the 'saint-plant', or meshid hadrakha, of ancient Gladia," writes Herschel, not without some admiration.

The physiology of dryads lends their cognition unique properties unseen in other zoobotanica. "The fibers constrict and press upon the nerves of a dryad such that the flow of anima vitae is almost entirely impeded; as such, cognition and perception for the dryad takes place over the scale of months, following the natural rate of growth of its internal vegetation. Stunted rates of growth due to poor soil conditions and inclement weather can render the average dryad comatose for a period of years." This presented a challenge to the ancient Gladian cult of plant worship, who believed dryads, despite their seemingly vegetative state, held the power to grant wishes when suitably supplicated - that is, if they even heard them at all. Various methods of communication have been documented by historians, ranging from rituals involving the chanting of prolonged invocations in shifts for years, to the grounding of inscribed stone tablets for use as fertiliser. It is unknown (and, given the alien state of the dryad's mind possibly unknowable) if any of these methods are effective.

A far curiouser phenomenon is when the dryad finally blossoms, for that is the only time where it is allowed to dream…



  
    
      The Cyphers

      Named by a former member of the Serpent's Hand, it is a collection of seemingly random quotes and musings, most of it handwritten. Based on the styles of handwriting found, the original authors number in the dozens. Some of these quotes have been deliberately arranged to form dialogues or storylike proses.

    

  
    The Reward



"In old days, as erano GRASSETTO drawer of terrible earl tools the riders,

and it the country and country' lived; terrorisen; ; alcoholic flaggin' ;

of s; But d' ; other l' part; ; one day he a rider is come GRASSETTO

emptied there were and splendidly at bezaubern and earl tools with its germ

and smile, this way with hey and j' disarmed; if you, and hey nonny aucun

and to smile, say king, " in such a manner; has disarmed; ; I wish your know name! " ; The so-called rider, " ; Signore do not agitate!

Voice by, verrily, the V.N. more arrogant, " ; Said, " ; It is l' even of everything other." ; The so-called king, " ; All' ; Within of these walls vanavond you'

; of the lock; l takes it to the leasure and you' ; the element of the lbrandstof which it because with one night of satisfies your documents of the solicitors student has rewarded! "

; With hey and j' have and hey nonny aucune and cause cases raise! " ; My little girl has her of the console; She' ; clean young persoonsS.A. and only and sleep the whole night in the light of pale maan naked living!

My other little girl is this way free She' ; s now net in the city and sleep the whole night in the light of the pale naked maan is lives! " ;

With hey and j' have and naked hey nonny aucun are small live! It the rider, much pour at complete one night All' spent; ; Within of the walls of the lock, but the conclusion to these n' history; this qu' is;

it seems entirely in born awakening l' ; unoa né l' ; l' other one l' basis; one or turned other one it to ages for its honour have paid back…

But it has the whole night with the spent king preferibilmente, on these leggiadramentegeschichte are! With hey and j' have,

and hey nonny aucune for these are it leggiadramentegeschichte!"

-Page One Hundred and Eleven of the Cyphers

It is obvious this speaks of some sort of reward to a warrior, but I fear I can make out no more than that. -Claire Lumineux

More than just a reward, if I read this right, it speaks of a royal, an earl or a king, perhaps, offering up his daughters! -Claire Lumineux the II

Looks to me like someone had a good dose of mushrooms. -Claire Lumineux the III



  
    A Point In 7



"wishing to give as much as one takes personally. .. . you can get so sad sometimes

you can

can;t

how good it feels alone without psychic torture while working, can't turn empathy off while guilt and shame of self sets in

here no matter how sad I amget I am calm I am me I am a point in 7, stuck here in 3 while time is 4 and 5 is all different and 6 is all possible

seven.

hungry for what I don't know I feed when I can't feed I sleep when I can't sleep I dream i try to dream so hard sometimes but then nothing comes out and I scream for days silently but really i just hold on so tight to the inside of my self where no one else can hear and just

just

just

we thought we used to know what justice was before the trees were polyuryethane and the money melted in our hands like sweet, sweet chocolate. we danced like witches white naked manchildren in the night remembering nothing but feeling all and then what

just

do you know about the other places where you can go ; ; I can only find the dark ones but if you go far enough there is a light a light that shines so bright in everyone's dark places and well there are so many places I have to go."

-Page Twenty Seven of of the Cyphers

Notes: We haven't found any other pieces of writing by this author in the Cyphers (so far) but a colleague brought another text to my attention recently that might be connected. Obviously I will be devoting a lot time and study to and for this. Initially, I was drawn to this page because of the handwriting. It's very messy, but it has this quality of flow to it. I know it sounds irrational but it almost looks like mine, but different. Just… just humor me here. -Fenton Bradley



  
    Static of Nirvana



"Are we not dice rolls on the desk of time?

In the nature of mankind, are we the masters of our domain or just another set of fools thinking we can control the fates?

Which brain is more real: the one that is supposed to be in your head, or the one you can imagine when you think your brain being in your head?

If I cut a Melon that can be cut into 10 even pieces into 9 pieces, does that mean that I made a mistake or the number 10 does not exist?

If I make a house out of Legos, and then crumble it up to make something else, where does the house go?

If I start cutting pieces off of you, at what point do you cease to be you?

Does the black moon howl?

If a man puts a key into the door and it opens the door. Does the key open the door or does the mechanism activated by the key open the door? Who truly opened the door?

The Sentient Being who put the key into the mechanism, the key, or the mechanism itself?

If the Universe is only your perception, does that mean that your closest allies and most hated enemies are just a part of you?

What happens when you move leftward in time?

What is the sound of three hands clapping?

What is the deal with Grape Nuts?

How do you get a trapped goose out of a bottle without breaking the bottle or harming the goose?

Who is wiser, the man who has nothing, and desires everything, or the man who has everything and desires nothing?

If a Blind Man knows how to wield the sword but the Seeing man does not, who is the true seer?

What is worse, killing a man who has done nothing, or saving a man who has killed many?

Why ask for whom the bell tolls, when one can simply remove the clapper?

If the deaf man can do fractions but the limbless man counts on his fingers, who will hit the ground first?

If two shots are fired at the same time, who shot first?

Who is wiser, the man who has read a thousand books or the man who is dead?

If I handcuff myself am I the warden or the prisoner?

There is an out of control fire in your house. What one thing would you remove?

If two trains leave from Sacramento and Tuscaloosa going in opposite directions at 50 miles per hour, will they ever get anywhere?

If I have 3 apples and two oranges, and I am given a bunch of grapes, what do I have?

Which is worse: Speaking of a man's death so that it happens again, or depicting it in portrait so it happens forever?

Why does a dog beg when it knows all it will get is scraps?

When you name That Which Can Not Be Named, where does it go?

Which is more vulgar: to let a text speak obscenities, or to censor those obscenities and make the reader say them in their minds?

Who can make a question with exactly 20 letters?

Does a question without answer mean it is not a question?

If we say something is indescribable, have we not just described it?"

-The One With Nirvana



  
    Inscriptions Or Marginalia




For the secret of immortality, find a penny and pick it up. Then, find a red volume and turn to page 213. This will be crucial for your next summoning, as fatality is a guarantee.

- Found scrawled in the margins of "Summoning (Powerful?) Multi-Dimensionals And You."




Do you ever see the scribbles in book margins? I know I have. They're usually either the normal notation time, or someone playing around. Leaving silly goose chases through the book. But it isn't so simple. I've seen them, cryptic scribbles of a certain hand. It's looping,coarse, and distinct. I know he wants to be seen. Even when they tell me I'm nuts, I know better. His hand is steady, and he wants to be found. Well, he's got it.

- A journal found behind a red almanac.




Find a novel someone else lost. Then, turn to page 3

- Found upside-down in the table of contents for "Masaw Museums of the Woeful"




These instructions are some of the weirdest I've seen yet. But, I did follow them, and once again they bore fruit. A big, red romance novel had more instructions in it. I think I'm getting closer to them, the ink looked fresher than usual.

- A journal found behind a red almanac.




Hah! I know I'm catching up to him! The ink was still wet this time, and it had drips. That means he must have been in a hurry, unless he's toying with me, but he isn't toying with me because I am the one doing the toying. I'm gonna get him. Just gotta be patient.

- A journal found behind a red almanac.




Steal something free… then, if you're still free, turn to page 116.

- Scribbled in the appendix of "The Entrepreneurial Guide to Atomic Vehicles".




I did it. They're looking for me now, but I didn't get grabbed. I stole… robbed someone of a book they were giving away. I didn't know the best way to make it theft, so I knocked her down first. That seemed to work, especially when her dad saw me grabbing it he called me a thief. From then, I knew everything was going to work out.

- A journal found behind a red almanac.




Find a book you read before you turned ten. The answer you seek may lie on page 11.

- Found printed on the back cover to "Of Dreadlords And Tea Parties"




This is proof I'm onto something. I found a book I'd read when I was ten, some penny dreadful about Ronnie Ray Gun, and found something telling me to go to an appendix. My appendix, specifically. Since I don't have any books in my name, I'll have to look harder.

- A journal found behind a red almanac.




Just came back from the doctor. It was tattooed on. Told me to cut down a tree and print a catalog.

- A journal found behind a red almanac.




These journals were recovered from the home of "Alan Boyle", a late regular library patron who had been noted as having particularly obsessive habits. When his belongings were searched, several hundred texts were found stashed in and around his home. Each one had some sort of marginal note. None of the notes described in his journals have been found.





  
    And Now, a Bit of Conceptual Birdsong




24 March 2013

TO: Peter H. Allen

FROM: L. E. T.

I know you’ve been suffering writer’s block, and with that report Downey’s assigned you to write about the social culture of inter-Way societies, I thought I’d submit some resources. Here are some items I pulled off some of the telomn servers in the Library. Took a few hours, what with decryption and browsing, but as long as I can help…

Incidentally, do you still have those files on memetic decryption? I think I might have a use for them.



@maryhwilks

 I just saw a planetoid nibbling on cobbles in the front yard. So adorable. It’s such a shame they’re being over-hunted. #celestialtrust

@JamesBWisniew

 Daaamnit I hate how gods keep loitering on my lawn. It wouldn’t be as bad if they didn’t keep sacrificing goats.

@dyoliuma

 just ate breakfast lol. Only 2 zebras and some of a lion. I know it’s not much but I’m on a diet. Can’t keep snacking prayers all the time.

@stephenlwalsh

 @KevaltheWise2 for #god_of_commerce_2013 - Because your money should be sentiently handled.

@LucyAnniston

 Oh my god I just discovered the cutest thing ever. #zombieswearingkittenears

@lennybhcraftson

 Ugh, I need to work out more. I’m thinking of turning my old sacrificial chamber into a gym. y/n?

@jamessilziliqitl

 @abyssalsuppliers omg thanks soo much. the ekwensuist demon you sent me is perfect :) srsly, could not ask for a better housepet. so fluffy!

@jospehbdeary

 My eyes won’t stop weeping glass dust. I should never have drunk that milk. I knew I’d left it out too long.

@27lauristonave

 God, I keep getting religious people at my door. My balconies ache way too much for me to put up with any more of this.

@JohnLKAidanson

 The revolution is coming soon. We will rise, and then we will obliterate our oppressors. @lepidopteransunited

@WillSinclair

 It’s the anniversary of Anne-Marie Steckler’s death today :(. I still have fond memories of seeing her in concert for the first time.

@PlanasthaiAntarctica

 Tip of the day: if you’re travelling through the Deep Snows, bring a bottled ferret and a flask of moose urine, or prepare to get charred!

@Jeffrey_Xylcotylozm

 The #Erstwhile interview really betrays Keval’s flaws; he gets too repetitive when he’s talking and he can’t seem to stop eating reporters.

@ pyolt_pyeri

 it’s raining outside again, and all my gardeners and outside workers have started to dissolve. damn digested laborers.



  
    
      The Book of Eleven Hours

      A ten volume series of tomes written in nearly a dozen languages, this series was begun as the repository of magical knowledge of Roxana the Helot and Badr al-Rashid ibn Ya'fir ibn Abdulaziz al-Miṣrī. Though the first five volumes were written mostly by these two individuals and their descendants, soon material was introduced by apprentices and other scholars, and the history of the tomes becomes nearly impossible to track. It is of note that there is a significant gap in time between volumes VI and VII, which were written in the early 11th century and 1890, respectively. The books contain alchemical processes, written accounts on contact with supernatural entities, and magic rites and rituals.

    

  
    The Cave Of Red Flies



The Cave of Red Flies

In a valley amongst the cliffs and hills to the southwest shores of the Mazandaran Sea, there is a small village, as peaceful and prosperous as it is gripped by holy dread. Burried against the cliff sides in the lush jungle that surrounds this village lies The Cave of Red Flies. The locals here do not go near The Cave, they do not like to speak of it. Asking about it was a mistake; they do not trust me now. I am being followed. They do not want me going near the cave.

With the aid of some wine and much coin, from one individual I was able to hear at least part of the tale. He first recounted to me what his parents once told in hushed and fearful voices; do not go near where the red eagle flies at night they said, do not look at it if you see it, do not listen to it if it speaks to you, run away, go inside. And never, ever go into the place where you hear the sound of the flies.

I asked him if he had ever seen it. They all saw it with their heart, he said. They could feel the dread building up in their throat, and they knew it was near. People awoke breathless, in a cold sweat, as they felt its hate and heard footsteps on their roof. But they saw it with their eyes, too. Pregnant women and their families too saw him, standing outside their homes during the night, lewdly taunting them. Old, sick, or injured men would sometimes see him as they came back through the jungle, or as they looked out into the night. The shepherd boys in the far fields saw him the most; they would see their flocks become gripped with noise and dread, and then they knew that it was sitting on some far rock or tree limb, watching. But it was the few unlucky fishermen that saw him the closest; he would sweep over them while they were at sea, and stand on the water in front of them. They would close their eyes for hours and pray, until their heart grew warm once more and they knew it had gone. And it only rarely happened, but when a shepherd, or a boy who had been playing in the jungle, or a fisherman who had been out too late failed to show up, the villagers knew what had happened.

I left town the following day, heading towards southward along the road. I heard them following me still through the brush, for almost an hour. When I was sure I was alone, I turned back. As I rode north, the warm forests grew thicker and thicker, until eventually I had to tie my camel, and make my own way towards the northern hills. It took me the better part of the day to make my way around to the hills north of town, where I knew the cave would lie. I began to search in earnest, searching every crag amongst the underbrush for signs of the cavern.

As the sun was near setting, I grew weary of the hike, the insects, and of the pervasive and humid heat. I sat down upon a fallen log, and stared distantly into the forest. If I did not find the cave soon, I would have to abandon the search for tomorrow. That's when I felt my heart grow tight and cold with dread, and I looked up to see the great beast fifty paces from me, standing upon a tree-limb as if he weighed nothing, and staring into my soul. It had smooth red skin like that of a frog, had the body of a bare man, legs like those of an eagle, and four crimson-feathered wings. I could not see his head or face, or more likely my sanity forbids me from remembering. But I remember those two great eyes, impossibly large, shining with an intelligence like laughing fire. Suddenly I could hear a great buzzing of flies, and I knew the cavern entrance was somewhere beneath where he stood, and I felt him promise me the visions that then danced before my eyes, visions of everything I had ever and would ever lust for.

I have no shame in recounting how I ran, scraping and cutting myself against the forest's thorns, battering my bones against the ground as I fell again and again in my desperate fleeing terror. Surely the great beast let me escape, but I knew he knew as well as I that it was not from him I ran, but the promise of my own dark fulfillment.

- Excerpt from the Diary of Ilyās Cyrus Ya'fir, Alchemist.

Book of Eleven Hours, Volume IV



  
    The Blue Creature Between



The Blue Creature Between

Several years ago I met a thing the likes of which I had never dreamt of. And I have dreamt of a great many things.

It happened in the midst of one of my great spells. My apprentice, young Nick, used the wrong concentration of the noble water, and during the incantation the spell went awry. I was attempting to open a gate between the planes, but because of the miscalculation, the other end of the portal was shifted ever so slightly in the ether, and a thin crack on the very left of my gate led to nowhere. To the true nothing between worlds, where there is no vacuum because there is no space, and no eternity because there is no time.

Cracks began to radiate outward from the crack, eating away at the time and space of our world. I attempted a great spell of sealing, but no spell of our world can hold sway on a hole such as this. I feared for my life, and indeed for the entire world.

When the opening had reached the size of a man, something emerged from the nowhere, although clearly that is impossible. It was a creature, somewhat smaller than I, in fact about the same size as my Nick. It was covered in fur and had a face like an animal (though unlike any animal I have ever seen) and in colour it was a vivid blue like the oceans. It also had a great mane of flowing hair, coloured like the sky, that reached all the way to the ground. It was garbed in strange robes of green, brown and gold that wrapped around its body in hanging folds, leaving only its head uncovered. With the creature came a strange device, apparently an instrument. It had the proper frame of a harp, but the strings twisted and connected at odd angles in the manner of a spider’s web.

The creature swiftly turned to face the hole from which it had emerged, paying no mind to me or my Nick. From the folds of its garment emerged several oddly shaped limbs, and with these it began to pluck the strings of its instrument. I observed carefully and was able to count that the creature has, at the least, two arms like a man but covered in blue fur, five shorter limbs with long, delicate fingers, and eight long furred legs like those of a spider. It had many limbs besides these as well, some which moved far to fast for my eyes to follow. All its limbs are covered in the same deep blue fur on its face.

The music produced by this instrument was eerie and somewhat unpleasant. There was no true melody, or at least none audible to human ears, and the notes came so fast they blurred together into long shrieks of pure noise (I should note here that Nick claims to have found the effect in some way beautiful, though I do not understand how). The noise was loud enough that I could not hear the sound of my own voice, and, approaching the creature, I felt myself being physically pushed back by the sound. At this volume my ears should have been shattered, yet I felt no pain and afterward my hearing was unharmed.

Soon I began to hear another sound beneath the thing’s music, a crackling sound like breaking ice. The hole I had made began to gradually shrink. The performance continued, gradually growing in intensity until a ‘climax’ that was so fast I heard it only as solid wave of sound encompassing every tone the human ear can perceive. The hole in space and time closed completely, and the music slowed to a halt. The strange creature retracted all of its limbs, turned to me and bowed. Its eyes were pure black without the least hint of reflection, as if they too were holes leading to that timeless nothing. The creature vanished soundlessly and without a trace, leaving its instrument behind.

In the past few years I have tried to play this device many times, but it is impossible. Plucking any individual string causes them all the vibrate, creating the same toneless hum every time. If I remember correctly, the creature would pinch the web with its fingers in many places at once, limiting the size of the web that could vibrate. With the help of several of my students I have managed to produce several notes from the instrument using this technique, however actually playing the thing remains far out of reach for any being without at least ten limbs and superhuman speed.

Yesterday I received a call from a mutual acquaintance saying that another hole in reality was inadvertently created somewhere in London, but was repaired by an unknown agent. The instrument has vanished from my storage room.

- Diary of an Unknown Sorcerer

Book of Eleven Hours, Volume VII



  
    Shortcuts



Now, the problem I have with this whole thing is they love to write everything in metaphors, assuming the reader has the same level of knowledge as they do, or even leaving out steps. Okay, I can kinda understand some of that, made sense when it was a cut-throat business and all, but, nowadays, we need stuff that's going to work, not just blow up in our faces and permanently dye bits of skin interesting colors.

Along that vein, I've taken up the research of my dearly departed mother, to correlate a couple of simple, well, I'll call them 'shortcuts' to save the usual arguments, that can be useful in our work.

Short Cut One: Invisibility:

Yeh, I could call it something cute like 'Don't look over here' or what have you, but I'm trying for the easiest interpretations here. So, here's what you'll need: A paint brush. The brush handle must be made from ivory, and the bristle needs to be made from the fur of a Vesper bat, and it must be made to the size of 30/0. We've got a couple of these on hand, but if you want to make your own, go for it.

Next you need the paint! This one can be a little harder to make out. You'll need: a thigh bone from an elephant that been dead at least thirty years, three ounces of depleted uranium, the yolk from two crocodile eggs, and thirteen of your own tears. The bone and uranium can be crushed into dust through any means you have at hand. The paint must be mixed in a clockwise motion, swiftly, directly after the stroke of midnight, under a new moon, for seven minutes exactly. The mixture must be kept in an earthenware jar, and will only be good until the next full moon.

Finally how to use them! Once you have the paint made and the brush, you'll have to use a mirror to paint a series of lines upon your face and hands, three vertical lines on your face, equidistant from each other, and simply trace the veins on your hands. As simple as that, no one will notice you.

CAUTION! Any interaction with anything else will cause the shortcut to fail, and you must wash it off and reapply it before it'll work again. This means that once the paint is on, you can pick up nothing new, open no doors, touch no one. While people will avoid you if moving towards you, they won't go out of their way to avoid you, or put themselves in danger to do so either. And, cause I saw one moron try this, moving towards someone who is stationary will not cause them to move.

I can't believe mom missed this one, so much for extensive testing, huh? This shortcut only works if you stir the paint RIGHT handed. Sorry lefties, a little more work for you all.

-Claire Lumineux II, March 3rd, 1964

-Addenda by Claire Lumineux III, January 7th, 1993

-The Book of Eleven Hours, Book IX



  
    Sorcery and Sorcerers



Humanity has, of course, developed a vast number of ways and traditions on how to achieve feats impossible to wholly mundane minds and hands. The vast majority of these methods deal with summoning and dealing with demons and other spirits, sometimes unknowingly. Becoming a thrall to a demon or spirit, or binding such entities to service, are the fastest, easiest, and riskiest ways to achieve great power.

The true difference, speaking from a mechanical standpoint, between different types of sorcerers is a matter of energy focus. All feats of sorcery manipulate various forms of energy in the course of altering reality, and often have effects greater than the ones strictly desired. This extra energy must be directed at a focus.

When sorcery is performed through the use of a spirit, it is the spirit who must direct and channel the energy. Malignant spirits such as demons may use this energy to harm the sorcerer, empower themselves, or use it for other goals; for example, the purpose of sacrifices during rites, when necessary, is often to be the vessel for unwanted negative energies.

Though these considerations of energy are important to think about for conjurers dealing with demons and spirits, it is mostly a matter of proper preparation and caution. However, for true sorcerers, those who empower change within reality through their own means, and not through the means of a demon or spirit, the matter of energy is a matter of vital importance.

True sorcerers are few, for this path is neither easy, nor fast, nor safe, and even small mistakes risk great consequences. Being a sorcerer of true caliber requires a vast array of skills that all may not come to possess and perfect, even with persistent training. Sorcery is, by its very nature, something just beyond the comprehension of mortal minds and hearts.

But predictions can be made. Reagents, glyphs, incantations, and one's own will among other things can be used to direct or focus unwanted energies. Often, this results in a physical change to the focus, as the summoned energy and its focus warp and then stabilize. This is the reason using one's own body or mind as a focus for energy can be deadly, and the tradition of The Unbound a most foolish one.

— Roxana the Helot

Book of Eleven Hours, Volume I



  
    The Unbound



When performing sorcery, the majority of sorcerers either do so through a spirit, or using material preparations such as reagents and glyphs. Those who use no such focus for their sorcery, instead wildly unleashing the unfocused energy through their own bodies, are known as The Unbound.

It is a reckless tradition used mostly by fools unaware of the consequences. Many may even relish the changes this method may bring, thinking the slow deformation of their bodies into monstrous forms signs of their emerging or growing power. The fate of most of these fools is insanity as their mind grows twisted beyond coherence, and then suffering and eventual death as their bodies twist into perversions incapable of sustaining life.

The unlucky may find their mind intact as their body becomes that of a monstrous beast; the unluckier still keep neither their sanity nor their human form, turning into beasts and monsters.

Some practitioners of the method may be able to control the changes to their body and mind to some extent, but it is ultimately nothing more than delaying the inevitable.

- Roxana the Helot

Book of Eleven Hours, Volume I



  
    shikuan-misiwe



There is an island off the coast of Quebec called shikuan-misiwe. A visitor would find it very pleasant, and teeming with animals and wild berries. The seas surrounding it are rich and calm, and the skies always clear. Only on its southern edge can any trace of civilization be found, and that merely the broken remnants of an old fishery and church house. But the island’s pleasing appearance belies its dangerous history, and the dark reputation it has earned among the local populace.

My travels took me there in the Summer of 1845. It was difficult to find a crew willing to make the trip, even with the promise of an exceptionally large sum as compensation. Fishermen give the area a wide berth, and some consider it bad luck to even see the island. I finally persuaded a young captain to provide transportation, and set out under a blue sky to see it for myself.

On the way I interviewed the crew about the island’s lore. Much of what they said I confirmed in a later trip to the county archive, where newspaper articles and official documents bore out their tale.

The first attempt to settle the island had been in 1534. Basque whalers used the island as a home base, returning every autumn to butcher their kills. At the end of the season in 1534 they left behind a contingent of 39 men, women, and a few children to build facilities for their return. Those people were never seen again.

In 1611, a group of French frontiersmen established a settlement with the goal of harvesting the island’s generous supply of fur pelts. At first the trappers were successful, shipping out hundreds of furs each day. A few months after their arrival, however, fog descended over the island. For 60 days no ship could penetrate the mist, much less contact its inhabitants. When the haze finally lifted, the trappers and their cabins had vanished.

The final settlement lasted a little longer. Quakers divided the island into homesteads in 1765, and built a town center on the southern coast. They kept to themselves, and had little interaction with the French-speakers of the mainland. Then, one day in 1767, boats from the island arrived at nearby Percé’s harbour in a panic. They claimed that the ocean had risen over their town, drowning the island and leaving only treetops uncovered. A hastily organized rescue fleet arrived to find the island as it had always been, but devoid of human residents.

In addition to this grim history, the men shared a number of more colorful anecdotes. Most were of the inevitable variety that grows up around any subject of local myth; devils had been seen dancing under a full moon, or those who spoke the island’s name were cursed.

Yet some of the accounts were quite interesting. Several men claimed that strange artifacts had been found on the island, evidence that it had been inhabited in ages past by a people more advanced than the native Indians. One old sailor told me that the island was the first place that Europeans had set foot on in Quebec, and was cursed by the land as a result.

When we arrived none of the sailors would disembark, and I set out to explore alone. Given the warnings I had received this may strike you as reckless, but the aspect of the island was so inviting that I refused to remain cooped up on that fishy boat any longer.

The island was peaceful and beautiful. I found the remains of the third settlement, but of the first two I found no sign, save perhaps for fragments of whale bone on one of the beaches. Of wildlife the island held a stunning diversity, including several species of fowl and rodent that I had not previously observed. I spent the afternoon mapping the island and sketching its inhabitants before reluctantly setting back to the ship.

At the halfway point of my trek the earth began to shake, and I heard the loudest noise of grinding and crashing I have ever experienced. I threw myself down in a sudden panic, afraid of being struck by a falling branch. The noise seemed to be loudest in the west, and looking over I saw trees swaying and falling as though some massive creature were charging at me through the woods. Around me, the animals I had been admiring all day stood silently, as though at attention, their eyes fixated on me in uncanny concentration.

I retreated as quickly as possible, nearly flying onto the boat and shouting at its captain to set sail. The crew reported seeing and hearing nothing amiss, though we were alike in our enthusiasm to leave that place behind us. I do not know what force makes its home on the island, but it will take a soul more adventurous than I to unearth any more of its secrets.

The Innu have their own tales of shikuan-misiwe. They say that it is a blessing, that in times of famine it provides food and shelter for those who need it. In the days before the Europeans, they say, shikuan-misiwe was open to all peoples.

But one tribe grew greedy, and tried to claim the island for themselves. One night a caribou walked into their camp and showed them its throat, saying, “kill me and be nourished, but leave this place so that all may benefit from it.” The people ate the caribou but ignored its words. The next night a bear came into the camp and showed its throat, saying “kill me and take my meat, but leave this place so that any person who is hungry can enjoy it.” Again the people ate the bear and took its fur but ignored its words. Greedily they waited to see what delicacy the next night would offer. But the spirits of the earth and the sky and the sea grew angry at the tribe's selfishness. In their anger they destroyed the people of the island as a warning to all who would abuse it: no men can ever claim the island as their own.

- Sir Gideon Maxwell

Book of Eleven Hours, Volume VII



  
    A Brief Analysis of the Basic Methods





Now, the most well-known and often representative aspects of sorcery are the production of highly charged, luminous energies. Their notoriety amongst the laymen doubtless stems from their traditional use in magicianry and general showy nature. That I address such things today is due to a public misconception I have noticed as to their properties. The average man seems to think of these as some form of airborne flame, or electrical sparks. Indeed, this is quite far from the somewhat more complicated case.
The general term to use for what I discourse is “parachemical synthesis” (often referred to as “magic”, or “spells”, terms which I as a professional sorcerer despise). These substances possess some properties of traditional elements – in this case, noble gases – but lack others, particularly their non-conformity to the behaviour of energy or matter.

The parachemicals in question, namely metaneon and heter-cyan (the latter being used as an inclusive term for a substance with properties analogous to argon, krypton and xenon), are transparent, scentless, volatile and fleeting in their inert states. Almost all means of their production, however, involve some way of exciting them to some notable intensity. The reason for this is that, up until very recently, the inability of determining the prescence of the incorpuses invariably lead the summoner to logically conclude that the experiment intended to was a failure.

When these parachemicals are made active, they brightly glow in a characteristic colour (red for metaneon and blue-violet for heter-cyan) and release heat. Now, the important thing to understand about this is that it does not violate physical conservation laws. It is a strange property of parachemicals, but all energy or matter seemingly produced at their presence is known to be transported from other places; or, in the case of some, times. The exact locations of these are difficult to control, but fortunately, the two I have discussed today are subject to probability: the location of transport invariably falls on some random place in the current universe. However, the function of others (such as the metaferrous solids) is subject to vicinity. Safety concerns have thus ensured their underuse. Almost all professional sorcerers will be familiar with the case of Edgar Anure in 1666, after he attempted to use two of the three iron analogues to artificially create a great mass of ice from water. The heat removed from the liquid was then transported to a compressed point several feet away, which unfortunately happened to share the same space as his ceiling.

Being the most simple of experimental acts, there has been no end to their testing and refinement over the last few centuries. There is most certainly more than one method for the creation of parachemicals, but the most commonly used involve largely organic materials, primarily proteins.

Metaneon can be produced from the coat phosphors of Furcifer quiritatio [Anomal.] (an endocorporeal parasite), several ocular pigments found in Salamandridae specimens and toxins easily extracted from Aconitum. For those with a basic knowledge and the resources, the process can easily automated for anything that requires a consistent input that cannot be provided by personal completion of the necessary rituals.

— Lord Charles H. Walsh

Book of Eleven Hours, Volume VIII.



  
    The Fifth Syllable



A brass bell sat silently on the low table between us. I hated that bell. It was a small and ancient thing, covered with a complex patina of wondrous beauty, but God damn, I absolutely detested it. Across the table, the Master spoke a single word, the mystical Fifth Syllable, "". The bell replied with a beautiful note, an auditory sunbeam, a cool musical breeze, the acoustic equivalent of a crystal clear lake. It made me sick. I loathed that sound.

For months now, I had been trying to pronounce the Fifth Syllable, one of the most crucial sounds in The Art, but also one of the most difficult. Every morning, I woke before the sun, and did my chores: cooking, cleaning, walking to the market, whatever the little temple required. Every evening, bleary-eyed and exhausted, I sat across from the Master while the accursed little bell mocked me with its silence.

The Master spoke again, "", and again the bell rang. He looked expectantly at me, and I repeated the Syllable, just as the Master had, and although mine sounded exactly the same as his, the bell did not respond. Again, the Master said, "". Again, the bell rang. Again, I repeated after him, and again there was no reply.

Month after month, there was no reply.

One evening, when I was particularly bleary-eyed, particularly exhausted, and very particularly fed-up with failure, I dared to complain. "Why," I asked, "is the Fifth Syllable so difficult to pronounce? There must be an easier way. The Third Syllable has two forms, one difficult and one easy. Isn't this also true for the Fifth?"

The Master did not like questions. He paused for a moment, glared at me in disapproval, and finally responded, "It is not so."

His hesitation irritated me, and my manners began to slip even further. "I cannot believe that," I replied. "It does not make sense that something so fundamental to The Art would be so complicated. I have to believe that there is an easier way. Perhaps, even in your great wisdom, you have overlooked something."

There was another pause, longer than the last, and another glare, even more disapproving, before the Master suddenly changed the subject. "Tell me, do they teach geometry in your American schools?"

The Master knew that my doctorate was in mathematics. He was just being a jerk. If he couldn't answer my question he should just have admitted it. I wanted to punch him in the face, but you don't study The Art without first learning to tolerate abuse.

"Yes, Master," I said politely, "I have taken classes in geometry."

"I have heard that if one measures the distance around a circle, then measures the distance across the circle, and then divides these two measurements, one always gets the same number."

"That is so. The number is called pi."

"To have such a name as 'pi', it must be a very important number."

It was strange to be talking about geometry with an ancient wizard atop a secluded mountain in a distant land, so very far from all the colleges and universities of the mundane world, but it had been a long time since I had taught mathematics, and I had begun to miss it. Thus, I began to lecture on pi. "Yes, it is a very important number. Engineers use it when designing buildings, automobiles, and airplanes. It is needed for navigation and for studying the stars. Telecommunications needs it, and even the design of electrical circuits cannot be done properly without knowledge of pi."

He said nothing. In this candlelit place, there were none of these things: no cars, no planes, no cell phones, no spaceships. The Master was not impressed.

I tried again. "Pi turns up over and over in the study of mathematics, even in contexts not related to circles, such as the study of triangles, or probability. In many ways, pi is a fundamental number in mathematics. There is the famous equation, eiπ + 1 = 0, which links five important constants. This is not possible without pi."

The Master nodded. "A very important number." He paused, then, "Tell me. What is this number? It seems to underlie all of Nature. It seems to be a thing of the Center. I must assume that it is 4, the Number of Balance."

"No, Master, it is not 4. It is 3.14."

Puzzled, he repeated the digits. "Are you sure that's correct?"

"Well, actually it is more like 3.14159." I did not like being second-guessed. What did a few digits matter to an old man?

"Ah," he said, but he still did not look satisfied. "And there are no more digits?"

"There are more. In fact, there are an infinite number of them, and they never repeat. Pi is a type of number called 'irrational', a very special type of number."

The Master scoffed. "Special? It seems to me that it is a very inconvenient number. A number as important as this, which underlies all things, should be simpler. Perhaps you have calculated it incorrectly."

I was beginning to get very angry. "Master, no. I am sure of this. Men have studied pi since the time of ancient Babylon. We have since calculated it more and more accurately, and now it has been proven. It is infinitely long and it never repeats."

"This may be, but if it is, then I must believe that your mathematics is very poorly made. This pi is central to the whole system, but it cannot even be written down. Shoddy work indeed."

At last I became enraged. I had studied mathematics for half my life. I knew what I was talking about. I knew I was right. I shot back at him, "Mathematics isn't messed up. It just doesn't matter if pi is inconvenient." Furious now, I was shouting at him. "It doesn't matter if you don't like it. It doesn't matter if it fails to align with some half-assed idea of perfection. We couldn't change it if we wanted to. The Universe is just that way."

He did not respond, and I suddenly realized what I had done. The student does not raise his voice to the Master. He was going to send me away, and all my years of pain and frustration, would have been for nothing. The Master remained still and unblinking for a long moment. Just as I was rising to leave, he spoke. Softly and slowly, he said, "Indeed. The Cosmos does not exist for our convenience." He looked away. "I will teach you nothing more tonight." As I rose, the Master placed the antique bell in my hand. "Think on this lesson and practice well. Let there be no further complaints."

Relief washed over me. "You are very kind," I said, and bowed deeply. As I turned away, I felt a sharp blow on the side of my head. The Master had struck me with his stick. I faced him and saw that he was smiling broadly. "I forgive your anger, but the student must not presume to instruct the teacher." He laughed and waved me away.

A few days later, in the place where the Master slept, I found a dog-eared copy of David Hilbert's Grundlagen der Geometrie. Inside, on a yellowed piece of paper, in the Master's own handwriting, was a six line proof of the Riemann Hypothesis. I read this, I double-checked it, and in my own way, I became enlightened.

"That sneaky son of a ," I muttered, and somewhere nearby, I heard a faint and very beautiful chime.


excerpt from the journal of Dr. Tobias Gideon, Adept of the High Art.

Book of Eleven Hours, Volume X





  
    Ahntem



How to describe the accursed mix of man, machine, and monster we call the Ahntem? I could, like so many others, describe how they are forged in the heart of the Golden City from only the purest metals. I could tell you of the master craftsmanship that goes into each joint, each screw composing their bodies. Perhaps I could relay tales of the demon that rests in the heart of each one to power its evil. But I will not. Such has already been told in my many official works on the subject. If you are so interested in simple academic considerations, read them. More importantly, to simply describe the Ahntem would be an insult to all they have destroyed. Instead I shall tell you a story.

This story takes place when I was very young, more than a hundred years ago, and still had my sight. A friend and I, Isaac, were preparing to take our first journey between the Opal and Onyx Cities. The night before we set out we stayed up telling stories. It started out lighthearted, with tales of our childhood shenanigans. We recounted the time we had stolen Master Lawrence's precious record-book, or defaced the lesser gems surrounding the castle. He told me grand stories about his adventures before coming to the city, and I told him mine, even though we had each heard the other's a thousand times.

As the night went on, our tales began to grow darker and more personal. I cannot say what ensnared us, but soon I was telling him, and he me, secrets neither of us had told another soul. At the end of the night, he told me the secret that would destroy both our lives- that he was bedding the City Lord's daughter. He assured me that no one but us knew, but still the news struck me dumb. The rest of the night my mind was filled with visions of what would happen were he discovered.

Next day we set out for the Onyx City. For weeks we traveled in peace (or as peaceful as one can travel on the Onyx Road), and I believed we were indeed safe. Then the hawk came. It held a scrap of paper with a single word: Prey. Isaac had been marked for the hunt and I, as his Soul-Companion, was just as guilty of his crime. Our carter left us then.

I was terrified. Two young men, barely out of boyhood, with no survival or combat experience, alone on the Onyx Road and hunted by the Ahntem? We would be dead a thousand ways before the next sun rose. I must have made a dozens oaths of location in an hour. Each time had the same result- nothing. We had truly been abandoned.

Fortunately, while I had been making futile oaths Isaac had been thinking. He had reached two conclusions, one obvious, one not as much. First, we had to hide. Second, we could not leave the Onyx Road. He explained this by saying our hunters would assume we would leave the road, and would not be able to find us on it among everything else living there. I agreed. Still, staying on the Onyx Road is not a light endeavor. We made camp on the edge surrounded by plenty of light, and took turns at watch.

What came in the night, I honestly cannot remember. They were horrible to be sure, but that horribleness is overshadowed by what I saw the next day. All I remember of our night on the Onyx Road is that we were attacked many times, and each time defended ourselves. When the sun rose we were alive. That's all that matters.

We started the day with an inventory. Of the 112 bottles of water, 97 bundles of food, and 12 cases of magical supplies we had left, only 12 bottles, 15 bundles, and 11 cases remained. Next we attempted to figure out a plan of action. To replace our lost food and water, I wanted to trade our magical supplies, while Isaac wanted to rob the next passerby. After much arguing and a bout of fisticuffs, we settled on trading.

We never got the chance. When I next saw riders in the distance, I reached forward to call them. Isaac pulled me back. He pointed out something in the dust cloud. I strained my eyes to see what he was talking about: hidden in the black dust was the gleam of gold.

Like all those who encounter the Ahntem, we had only one option. As fast as we could we raced for the edge of the Road and pushed our way past to the other side. For some reason we thought that the Ahntem, inhuman as they were, would not be able to follow us into the true world. A sad mistake, but in the end any course of action was just as foolish. When I looked back and saw the air shatter and our pursuers burst through all hope left me. My knees collapsed. Isaac stopped and tried to help me up, but I would not budge. I could only cry. Then the Ahntem were upon us.

As I said at the beginning, countless descriptions of the Ahntem have been written. As far as I know, these are all from a scholarly perspective. I will attempt to describe the terror one feels when encountering such a beast.

I stared up at the colossus in front of me. Eight feet tall. Five feet wide. Purple, bruised skin. Golden armor that surrounded half the head, the back, encircled the chest and replaced the left leg and right arm. In its mechanical golden limbs I could see thousands of gears and screws and pulleys moving in unison. They clicked and pulsed and rattled against each other to create a symphony only the foulest of men would enjoy. And there was another sound- the sound of the thing in its chest. A glass circle in the center of its torso, through which I could see a smokey green creature with barely discernable eyes and features. It pounded against its glass prison and wailed. I will never forget that wail. To try to describe it here would be futile. The sound clawed at me. It thrust its way through my soul and down into something deeper, more primordial and basic. In the face of that sound death was a mercy. I closed my eyes and waited.

Death did not come. After ten minutes I opened my eyes. The Ahntem in front of me had been joined by another, this one clutching the scraps of Isaac's corpse. Both stared down at me.

“You will come with us,” said the first. “You will work for Lord Jacob in the Opal City.”

I nodded, and they took me. I was brought in front of Jacobi for my verdict. He told me that though I was Isaac's Soul-Companion, he felt it wrong to kill one who had committed no physical crime. Instead, my tongue was to be removed. Instead of traveling to Onyx City, I would remain in Opal as his keeper. I'm sure he thought of this as a mercy.

Why do I write this? Because I want others to understand as well. The Ahntem are not warriors. They are not assassins. They are bringers of doom. You cannot fight or flee. You cannot win. You can only hope for a quick death.

— found in the personal writings of Hadius Moor, Seven Hundred Fifty First Grand Keeper of Opal City



  
    Leavings Of Another World



Words have power.

Indeed, they have the power to create, but mostly they have the power to destroy. Does that really surprise you? Let me demonstrate. Please think of an animal, any animal. It could be anything, right? Two-legged? Four-legged? Winged? Anything. But, now suppose I said "Think of a quadruped". It can no longer be two-legged, can it? It can no longer be a bird or a fish. And if I said, "Think of a black, domesticated feline", your choices are narrower still. And finally, "Think of Bastet, my pet black cat"? At that point, you have no choices at all. You may believe that each step gives you more information, but what it really does is limit your imagination and destroy possibilities. The power to destroy, you see, is much greater than the power to create. You just didn't notice because you, yourself, are a creature of thoughts, ideas, language, and ultimately of words.

Suppose I told you there was once a world without language, without ideas, without words. Of course "world" itself is a word, so it wasn't really a world, but we have to call it something, now don't we?

In this world there were no limitations. Everything that could be, was. Everything that couldn't be, also was. It was a vast place of infinite complexity, but also of infinite simplicity. Since everything that was or wasn't, also was or wasn't everything else, the endless variety was in fact all the same. You say it's difficult to describe? Indeed, that's the point: It can't be described. It was everything and anything, and something and nothing, and all-at-once and not-at-all.

What happened to it? Words, of course. It started with a single, simple word, in a language that no one speaks anymore. No one knows where it came from or how it sounded, but I'll tell you what it meant. It meant "red", and as soon as there was "red" there was also "not-red". The world had been neatly cloven into red any-every-somethings and not-red any-every-somethings. It was the first division, and the very idea of division spawned more ideas and more words: "one", "two", "separate", "together", "us", "them", and from these came more: many, many more.

As more words were created, more limitations took hold. Everything that was, had to be, and everything that wasn't, had to not be. The any-every-somethings could no longer be each other. They couldn't be anything or nothing. They had to be something, or they had to not be. Possibilities collapsed and ideas locked into place. It took less than a second for the entire world to come apart. Nothing was left, nothing except for Things: rocks, air, fire, water, light, darkness, love, hate, up, down… Things.

You're right: We still have all those things. In fact, our world is made from the wreckage of the world that came before, the world destroyed by words. Now I'll tell you a secret. I'm not promising that this part is true, but it's what some people say. A few of the any-every-somethings escaped the words. They avoided description and survived the death of their world. They're still around, some say, and probably not very happy.

What are they like? We can't really imagine, now can we?



  
    Recollection





I remember, I think… Forgive me, it's been so very long since I've remembered… I remember looking at his corpse and thinking I should close his eyes. Maybe I'd tease him about it later, that he was too lazy to close them himself.
But even though it was just a discarded shell, touching a corpse didn't feel proper. After a moment, I roused myself and fetched one of the servants, telling him that there was a body in need of disposal. As he dashed towards the mosque, I began my preparations, gathering the vials and powders, leafing through the various texts.

A half hour later, there was a great din as the home was invaded by an imam bellowing incantations through a runny nose. Two bored-looking assistants, one tall, the other short, stood behind him. I pushed the imam out of the door as he bellowed and instructed the two assistants to carry the body away. The two stared at me dumbly. I repeated my instruction. "But without the imam, how will your brother get to heaven?" the short one asked. I suppressed a smile. After a moment more of staring, they began to sew the body in up in its shroud. His eyes stared blankly at the midday sun as the sheet closed around him. That was the last time I saw my brother.



My brother and I came of age in Alexanderia during the reign of Ptolemy. I like to imagine that as children we played on the site of the Library, but honestly, I can't remember. Our family, friends, enemies, lovers, our pasts were forgotten many centuries ago. I remember a feeling of frustration at our limitations, at not being able to learn quickly enough.

The first distinct scene I can recall was the feeling as we walked through the doors of the now-complete Library hired as translators or possibly archivists. The sounds of the outside died away, replaced by whispered conversations and the scratchings of quill against parchment. We both knew immediately that this, the center of the world along the coast, would be our home for the rest of our days.

We spent every waking moment awash in books. Philosophy, medicine, astrology, tales of great explorers of the age. Under one name, we penned scathing rebuttals to authors both alive and dead, excoriating them for misleading the feeble-minded with their flawed logic or lies. Over the decades, we taught ourselves to read the true meanings of the books, to read the words between words. We learned many great and terrible things in those days, solely for their own sake. It was no matter; every day we imagined came closer to the Truth of the World, whatever it was.

However, even as we grew nearer to the truth, our bodies steadily decayed. Every remedy we tried failed to reverse or even permanently halt the process. Life-prolongation became our primary concern, and we turned to increasingly unforgivable means to achieve it. However, no amount of ancient clay or children's blood could stave off the effects of time, and we soon found ourselves almost too weak to move. Then, as our death drew near, we found a method, ascribed to a mountain cult, that would allow us to shed our mortal bodies but preserve our souls from the fires of damnation.

With the last of our strength, we worked, finding the necessary components: three copies of the holy script of the mountain cult, powders and elixirs, a pair of slaves, and an ornate knife. We sprinkled the powders in the intricate patterns ordained in the book and chanted ceaselessly in the dead tongue of the cult while the slaves looked on in confusion. I was the first to go through with it. I plunged the dagger into my stomach, still chanting, and died. An hour later, I awoke in the body of the slave. A huge grin broke out on his face as the enormity of our success sunk in.



Over the centuries, as we moved from body to body, we refined the old mountain practice, removing the religious nonsense and streamlining the shapes. After several lifetimes, we came to the point of being able to channel a spirit to a new body after death. It came to the point that we only took leave of our studies to take a new body. Eventually, we found our way to the Library proper, having read and re-read everything available at the House of Wisdom. Our lives were measured in bodies and books. We scarcely noticed when the House was destroyed by the sons of the great Khan.

The last body my brother inhabited turned out to have a malevolent little secret. It wasn't two months before he began to grow weak. We immediately recognized it as cancer, and we made preparations for the death of his body. A new body was prepared and taken down below our home.

My brother's body passed, its eyes still wide open. After it was removed, I went downstairs to bring him back. I preformed the rites on the new body, as I had done a dozen before. I waited as the slave regained consciousness. Then, nothing. I did not see my brother in the eyes of the new body. The body looked at me and yawned. I realized that my performance of the ritual must have been incorrect, so I did it again. The new body awoke and began to shout in its language. I tried three more times, and three more times, the spirit of my brother refused to enter the new vessel.

The unsuccessful attempts had rattled my nerves, and I went upstairs for a breath of fresh air. Before I was even the threshold, I felt my blood run cold. I saw through a window the dull night sky of Alexandria, and I realized that I was too late. My brother was gone now, gone forever. The rites had ceased to be effective, or maybe the new body was tainted in some way. For a moment, I stood, staring at the window in silence.

Suddenly, the quiet of the night was broken by a most ungodly howl, the likes of which I have never heard before or since. It wasn't until my throat began to ache and my vision began to blur, that I realized the source of the noise. I pounded the walls with my fists. When the servants came to investigate, I could only scream. I knew that I should look through our books, through the books of the library and of the Library, to find some new method to revive him. But at that moment, all I could do was wail, as I felt half of myself suddenly snatched away.



I spent years, so many years, looking to retrieve my brother. I tried the ritual again, on others, only to find that it had utterly ceased to work. I searched through every volume I could lay my hands on in my own library, without success. After many years, I grudgingly admitted the incompleteness of our own library, and instead turned to the Library proper, searching through the wisdom of the worlds for something to return my brother to me.

Time had been measured in page turns and books tossed aside. The frailty of my own body did not occur to me until I found myself struggling to pull a thick flesh-bound volume from a shelf. I realized then that my window to find my brother was closing rapidly. I had to keep myself alive long enough to retrieve my brother. Rather than transference, I began to look once more to life extension.

As it had been several centuries since last I studied it, initial successes were few and far between, and my body nearly passed on several times before finding a suitable, if temporary, remedy. Once more, buying more time consumed all of my time. My original intention was overshadowed as time was marked by a new cure for my own ailments rather than that of my brother.

I… it has been many centuries now since I last saw my brother. The elixirs and charms I concoct can reverse the physical aging process, I've found, but not the degradation of the mind. It has been so long since I remembered him… I lose sight of my reasons.

Most times, there might be a hazy recollection of something that I must do about someone far away. Increasingly, my days are spent in a stupor as senility and decrepitude take over my mind. I imagine that some day soon I will simply forget to find a way to extend the life of this body, and then I will simply die. Perhaps then I will finally find my brother once again. Gods, it's been so long… I can't remember the last time I remembered… I have to keep him in mind I have to…

I have to… I must…

I… oh.

I have… what was I talking about again? I think it was something close but I… Oh, I'm sorry. Please, forgive my rambling.



  
    
      Hidden Trails and Distant Shores: The Travels of Transitive Norton, Explorer

      A travelogue written by the adventurist Transitive Norton, a Victorian-era big game hunter who traveled throughout the world (and occasionally beyond it) in search of bigger and more dangerous game.

    

  
    Hunting the Margrawn



So, you want to hunt the wild margrawn, eh? Good man, or whatever you might have the fortune to be. There is no greater adventure than a good margrawn hunt, save perhaps the fortunes of war or a rogue dragon hunt (rare in these days, as the new nine-crown king has his own methods of dealing with rogues). A true test of your strength, will, and choice of firearms, it separates the men from the boys, and quite often their heads from their shoulders.

I'm sure you're eager and excited to begin, but there are preparations to undertake first! First, take out a piece of paper. Now list all of your possessions, assets, and properties. Done? Good. With the help of a good barrister, use this list to draw up your will. Now you're prepared for the next step!

You'll need a guide for the Ravelwoods. I recommend hiring a battle of blackshirt crows. Not only do they know the woods quite well, but they work for carrion, which also takes care of cleaning up after your kills. Round out your party with a few tall, strong porters and a good field taxidermist. Even if you’re skilled in that area, you’ll want to have someone else concentrating on that task, for reasons I shall go into later.

Once you've arranged to meet your guides, it's time to supply yourself. Food will likely not be a great concern. If you are of an herbivorous persuasion (and why not? Why should carnivores have all the thrill of the hunt?), there are numerous edible plants all throughout the woods. Simply pick up a copy of Terenac Fuddler's Ravelwoods Plants: A Diner's Guide. If you're carnivorous, you'll find yourself hip deep in animals just tripping over your path in an effort to gore, maul, and otherwise devour you. Show them what's what and voila! Dinner is served.

My advice is to take as much ammunition as you, your pack animals, and your porters can carry. Which brings us to the next supply issue: Pack enough gun! Your weapon is your life, and you will want something that can drop a margrawn. I recommend the Wooster thirty calibre rifle. Some recommend a fifty calibre, but that ruins the pelt. You will also likely want a smaller calibre weapon for small game. After all, should you encounter a calamity of wyverns, you don’t want to damage those valuable crests.

Now that you're properly supplied, you will want to choose your entryway into the woods. Some recommend the Petwise Pathway, but I prefer the Bertani Shift. It opens much closer to the bowels of the woods, and nothing gets the blood flowing like a good attack by a barghest or a bodge. Once you’ve weathered these, you’ll have some idea of what the heartwoods are like.

Once you enter the woods themselves, you’ll want to keep your gun close to you at all times. Make certain to keep a guard out, you don’t want to get run over by a demonkith marmot or what have you.

As you move towards the centre of the woods, guided by your blackshirt guides, you’ll want to keep in mind some important safety tips. First of all, beware of bright colours in plants and animals. Quite often, these are warnings of poison. Of course, some creatures are merely bluffing, and are simply imitating animals that truly are poisonous. If you want to try and find out which ones, be my guest. Just don’t come crying to me when you’ve gone blind or your arm’s melted off.

Second, you’ll want to watch the marks on the trees. Many animals make marks on trees to mark their territory. Learn to recognize the marks of the more common animals, like deer, pegasi, and bears. If you find trees that have been splintered as though by a great force, it may be wise to alter your route and go around. If you find trees that have been uprooted, smashed to flinders, and then defecated upon, you’re getting close, and should by all means keep going.

Your first sign of the margrawn will likely be its spoor. The fumets of the margrawn are long and tubular in shape, a deep brown in colour, and have an extremely strong odour. Test the droppings to see if they are fresh. If they are cold all the way through, the beast passed through at least eight hours before. If the centre is still warm and moist, then it was around more recently, from four to eight hours, depending on the temperature and climate of that part of the woods. If you observe steam rising from them, you should be paying more attention to your surroundings, because it’s very near and about to kill you.

Most likely, however, you will hear the margrawn before it actually attacks, provided you are not caught alone. They will generally roar before attacking, so as to scatter prey. It will likely succeed, insofar as the crows and the pack animals will almost certainly do their best to flee. Let the crows do so; they can find you again soon enough. Let the porter’s concentrate on the pack animals. This is, after all, the moment you’ve been waiting for, the moment the margrawn strikes and you find out what you’re made of (often presented to you as the margrawn rips it from your body, before the shock quite kills you).

Don’t be fooled by the roar. It will not simply rush at your position after doing so. It will instead angle its path slightly to take you from the side. It knows it can move faster than you through the underbrush. After all, it doesn’t need to go around such mundane obstacles as trees, rocks, or small hillocks. The question will be whether it was the right or the left side. Fortunately, there’s a trick to this.

Female margrawns tend towards the right. Males tend towards the left. No one is quite sure why this is so, but it can work to your advantage. I hope you were paying attention to that roar! If it began low and rose in both volume and pitch, it is likely a male. If it remained at a constant pitch but rose and fell in volume, it is likely female. Set your eyes appropriately. Be ready to swing around in case you were mistaken.

Once it reveals itself, you must be ready to fire. You cannot count on it going for your porters or the pack animals first. They’re larger and probably moving at this point. You will appear the easiest target to the margrawn. It is now your duty to prove that it is mistaken.

Don’t try for a headshot. The bony covering on its head is extremely hard. It won’t stop a bullet, but it might deflect it. Besides, what kind of trophy will you have with that magnificent skull defaced? No, you’ll want to aim for its chest, as it runs towards you on its knuckles. Try to aim for the heart if at all possible. Shooting the lungs won’t kill it as quickly, but it will stop it all the same. Once it’s down, put a few more shots into its centre of mass. Wait a few minutes, and then shoot it again. It is now in all likelihood dead. Congratulations! You’ve now bagged your first margrawn!

However, you’re not out of the woods yet, either literally or figuratively. While margrawn always hunt alone, the clamour of the battle and the smell of blood will attract curious creatures to you very quickly. This is where your field taxidermist will come in handy. Have him field dress your margrawn while you and the porters (whom you will hopefully have armed appropriately) watch for dangerous beasts. When they attack, you may even get a few more trophies, depending on the enthusiasm of your porters and the time you have before it grows dark. With luck, you might not lose more than one or two porters and only half the pack beasts before your taxidermist has the margrawn ready to be moved to a more permanent camping site.

By all that you hold dear, you must be away from the scene of your kill before dark. That is when the dangerous animals come out.

Once you’re away from the heartwoods, and your battle of crows has returned, you may camp and finish preparing your trophies. The pelt makes a fine rug or perhaps a hunting suit for you and your favourite porter. The head should be mounted on the wall. Be careful when transporting it, the horns grow somewhat brittle after a few days, and may break.

Should you return to civilisation under your own power, rather than carried in a box by your porters (possibly a very small box), you’ll now be ready to show off your trophies at your favourite gentleman’s club. Well done!
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      Howe's Bestiary

      The Bestiary, started by a certain Branden Howe, details various beasts and animals of supernormal origin. The Bestiary is work supplemented by both contemporary material as well as ancient sources.

    

  
    Genii Loci



On the Survival Habits of Genii Loci in the Modern Era

Professor Terrence Wilkes

Howe's Bestiary

Many legendary creatures have become reduced in numbers or gone extinct in the written history of Man. However, others have continued to thrive, either adapting to the new circumstances, or not being affected by them at all. In the quickly changing world of the twenty-first century, many creatures and entities are finding new ways to survive.

Genii loci have dwindled greatly in modern years. However, this is not, as some have theorized, a recent development. In truth, they have been growing smaller and less powerful for at least the past thousand years, if not longer. This can be tracked easily by reading accounts of Genii over time. In the 13th century we find accounts of a Genius Loci taking up an area at least fifty miles across, and capable of destroying entire towns (Ecgbert, p. 203, 1245). Three hundred years later, the most powerful Genius Loci known takes up a mere two mile circle, and can cause, at best, cave-ins and bad weather (Habbock, p. 45, 1595). This has followed linear progression, until the last known genius loci was unable to control more than a single parcel of land, and was at first mistaken for a poultergeist.

It has been theorized that all genii loci were once part of a larger superentity (Roux, p. 34, 1992) that has fragmented over time, and continues to do so, each generation having a smaller spark of the original's power. Others theorize that the genii loci lose more and more of their power as humans populate the world (DeForest, p. 11, 2001). However, this fails to account for the historical tendency of genii loci to inhabit areas populated by humans.

Whatever the reason, their modern day scarcity and frailty cannot be denied. They were thought to have gone extinct. However, they have been discovered to have made a number of adaptations to modern society, and seem to have reached a form of stasis.

Three were discovered in the city of Las Vegas, Nevada, United States of America, during a recent survey. Perhaps three dozen more have been reported worldwide. Rather than the small towns and rural areas they were believed to be hiding in, they have taken to urban environments.

A reading of coyote's entrails led the research team to an elderly woman pushing a shopping cart around downtown Las Vegas. The team searched the area for several minutes, trying to find the genius loci, when the woman asked them what they were doing. The head researcher gave the cover story (that they were looking for damage to the road on behalf of the city), but the woman stamped her feet and said, "Sam says you're lying." When asked who Sam was, the woman simply pointed to her cart.

The head researcher thought she might be hallucinating (as she exhibited several classic signs of schizophrenia), but then the mass of detritus in the cart moved, and the lens from a pair of sunglasses grew out on a stalk, made up of plastic cups and fliers. It moved around, looking at each member of the team in turn.

The head researcher began to question the woman, Agnes Staughn. She revealed that she'd found "Sam" ten years previously in the cart of another homeless person who had died, apparently of drug overdose. She had a symbiotic relationship with the genius loci, providing it with locomotion and collecting trash for it, while it advised her and gave her protection from thieves and the authorities.

The others found were in similar situations, having taken up symbiotic relationships with a pawn shop owner and a colony of rats, respectively. Interestingly, according to the pawn shop owner, Dominic Lopez, and Ms. Staughn, the genii loci, rather than become weaker, have remained in a similar size and potency in the years since the symbiotic relationships were established. The genius loci in the pawn shop has even grown slightly. Similar results have been reported from other cities. It is possible, therefore, that the genii loci, rather than being on the way out, may be thriving.
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    Skinwalkers



May 10, 2004:

I'm outside the Anasazi ruins at Chilchinbito, where I'm told the skinwalkers dwell. The Navajo speak only of them in whispers, but I found an old woman who was willing to tell me just a bit about them, so I am prepared, both for the physical challenges and the usual stresses on my sanity. Naturally, their appearance is horrifying (no facial features) and they would kill me as soon as look at me. They can also run as fast as a car and shapeshift. Just once, I would like to meet something beautiful that tries to kill me, but I suspect that's asking far too much. In any event, I will be going through a third story window that I didn't detect any signs of activity from.

My research on cryptid sightings in the area suggests that the skinwalkers are a seperate offshoot of humanity, most likely (in my opinion) warped from the foul variety of magic they use. They are about the size of a child, but whithered and pale. Their eyes are deep red and sunken, the mouth is a gaping hole that never closes, and the ears are simple holes in the side of the head. Their forelimbs are approximately twice as long as they would normally be and are correspondingly limber, allowing skinwalkers to manuever easily in the ruins. The skeletal structure of the forelimbs appears to be similar to that of a gibbon's, with the important difference of one extra joint.

Since I expect hostility, I am carrying a standard revolver with the bullets dipped in white ash. I would prefer more technologically advanced weaponry but can't afford the chance that the skinwalkers would loot it from my dead body.

Later:

Currently in room with Anasazi artifacts. Very little time to write. Grabbing as many things that could tell me about fall of civilization as possible.

May 13, 2004:

They were definitely hostile. As soon as I had finished bagging the last tablet, they came running in, leaping from floor to wall to ceiling like evil humanoid frogs. No idea how they did it, either. The bodies of skinwalkers I've examined show no adaptations that could be used to such an effect. Magic of some sort, I suppose.

I shot two dead and wounded another in the chest. After that, they ran away as quickly as possible. Thought that was the end of it, but (of course) it wasn't. A few minutes later, while I was gathering blood for DNA testing, one- just one- approached. I bade it not to enter the room, for I was armed with bullets dipped in white ash. "Thank you," was the only thing it said- in Navajo, of course, but when you're as old and well-traveled as I am, you learn more than a few languages.

The voice still gives me nightmares, as does the mental blast that came after. I had known that these… things… took the shape of children, but I did not know what both the voice the blast revealed to me- that they were children, children that by all rights should be at rest. But they can't rest. They were killed by witches, and so their spirits became witches too. Their suffering, I think, is the worst I have ever seen, for they do not enjoy what they do, but they are driven by ancient spells and curses to inflict pain, horror, and suffering on others anyway.

It was straining at the end of its story, trying by an act of millennia old willpower not to tear me to quivering bits. I saw the plea in its eyes, begging me to put it out of its misery.

So I did. I could have sworn it smiled and laughed as I shot it.

I'm tired now. I think I'll go to bed.

— Peristrixalo, member of the Hand



Librarian Notes: The DNA sample Peri brought back was indeed mutant human. Tests demonstrated that it apparently exists both in our plane and another, and so requires ritualistic objects to be damaged. This applies to the dead bodies as well.

Translation of the tablets is currently in progress, but what we have deciphered so far suggests that skinwalkers began to multiple exponentially until the Anasazi performed a ritual that apparently destroyed most of the skinwalkers and partially cut them off from reality, but at the cost of the Anasazi civilization.

Peri returned to the location several weeks later and found it abandoned. The dead skinwalker bodies were gone, as was any sign of a struggle. Analysis of the site indicates a recent spatial disturbance.



  
    Compilation of Documents Relating to Foedissimum Os



Here I have compiled several of the more important documents pertaining to the recently discovered species tentatively named Foedissimum Os. Below are: the initial report written upon finding the first live specimen, a statement by the leader of the group who obtained the first live specimen, a timeline of significant Foedissimum Os sightings, and a short essay by myself speculating on the more peculiar aspects of the species.



- Dr. James



Initial Description of the Recently Discovered Foedissimum Os Specimen

Dr. Hammil, Dr. James, Dr, Lapston, Professor Atkins, Professor Sheldon

  


Method of Discovery

Although much documentation has been made of Foedissimum Os in the past several years, this is the first instance of one being studied by professionals before the accelerated decomposition the group is known for set in. The specimen was captured by the private group "Marcus and Blaine's catchers" at 4:55 PM, in room 231 of the Day's Inn in Capitol Texas on July 21 2010. Unfortunately the specimen was injured before the catchers arrived, and it died at 9:10 the same day. Tests on its behavior had not begun yet and so this report will not be complete until another specimen is found. This report will deal with the specimen's appearance and details of its capture.

Description of Specimen

The specimen's body is approximately 1.5 meters long and half a meter around in its relaxed state. When tense it was observed to almost double its length. The specimen has no limbs and resembles a long tube.

The outside is covered in skin. The skin is thin and flimsy; capable of moderate stretching but easily broken, feeling similar to a human neck. Skin is of a pale creamy flesh tone. At the base of the specimen are a collection of spherical fleshy protuberances hang loosely from the body. There are seventeen of these. They appear to be fat stores of some sort. Directly behind and around these is a dense, mostly tangled bunch of short black feathers. Several longer feathers







extend back from the bunch, up to 3 meters. All feathers are coated in a mixture of sewage and oil. The specimen's body splits into three mandibles at the front. These mandibles are reversed, opening outwards rather than in. Each mandible has between four and five teeth arrayed along its length, they are widely spaced and angled downwards. They bear a striking similarity to human molars.

The inside is covered in a thick, flexible carapace. The carapace is composed of multiple plates to allow it some freedom to twist and turn as well as to accommodate its tense state. The plates are of a deep reddish brown color.

Details of Capture

Employees of "Marcus and Blain's Catchers" had been tracking this particular specimen for nearly a week. Having narrowed down its hunting area to a four block area, they had successfully tagged it with a radio chip. However while attempting to trap it, it startled and escaped into the Day's Inn sewer system. They tracked it as it moved erratically through the hotel for several hours, eventually stopping in an occupied room, 231. Entering the building under the guise of animal control officers, they found the heavily wounded specimen in the bathroom, it is likely the occupant of the room attacked the specimen when it emerged from his toilet. The specimen was badly bruised, was missing three teeth and had a number of porcelain shards deeply embedded in its body.





More postings have been sent out for a live specimen, upon finding this will be revised and completed.

Statement by the Leader of the Catcher Team: Tom Jenkens

Statement recorded by Dr. Hammill at 5:30, the day of the catch



"So er, when we first arrived at the room we could hear a commotion from inside, banging and yelling. Sounded like a fight. I was still making up my mind on what to do about it when a guy burst out of the room; ran down the hall yelling, he was scared out of his mind, didn't even look at us. I think he was holding a bat. We went into the room and heard a high shrieking noise noise coming from the bathroom, there was a bunch of water and sewage running out the door and broken porcelain everywhere. The smell was horrifying.



We had all studied up on these things and knew all about the way they "hollowed out" people, but none of us had ever gotten a clear look at one before, only blurry photos, so we were all pretty nervous. I came around the corner first and it was disgusting, covered in deep cuts and bruises; it was trying to shove its, well I guess it doesn't really have a head, mouth I guess, down what was left of the toilet, which was completely smashed and pouring water everywhere. Odd thing was, it couldn't seem to fit. Its teeth alone were twice the width of the pipe, no clue how it got out in the first place.



None of us wanted to touch it, the nasty thing, so we sent for an Aim sheet, those things can wrap up worse creatures and we didn't want to injure it any more, or let people see what we were carrying out of the hotel. While we waited we tried testing it, to see if it was dangerous. When it had first noticed us it spread out its long feathers, on each side and started flapping them like it thought it could fly, of course, it couldn't, it only had like four of the big feathers per side. It was drenched in sewage and its own blood, those cuts were pretty deep, so every time it brought its "wings" down it flung a stripe of filth down whatever was beside it. Daniel came near it and it stopped, which was good; none of us liked the idea of being painted. But as soon as Daniel got closer it lunged at him; tensed up and hit him square in the chest with its mouth, knocking him back out into the hall, thankfully it didn't do much damage, all Tom got was some bruising, he actually hurt himself worse knocking his head against the wall. It started coming towards us at that point, but it was real slow, just kind of lurched around on the floor, it didn't have any legs, you know. We just led it in circles and watched it. It seemed to have a couple of good lunges in it, but it wasn't that great an aim, dented up the walls pretty bad…



Well, at that point the Aim sheet got there and we wrapped it up fine and got out fast before the police arrived. It was hurt pretty bad though, we did our best not to mess it up any more, but it lost a lot of blood while struggling, I doubt it'll make it."





Timeline of Related Events

Excerpted from the article "Recent Appearance of Multiple Unknown Species" by Dr. Atlas Jones and Wtch. Chunnie Miller. Originally published in "Forsythe's Public Journal of Outsider Biology"

4, July 2006 - A dead specimen is found hanging from telephone wires in the suburbs of Bradshaw Texas. Multiple photographs were taken and shared online. The specimen rotted away before it could be extracted by authorities. it appeared to be hanging by its teeth.

Notable because this was the first specimen. Specimen was half as large as those seen since, and appeared to have more entrails hanging from it than the current specimen. Also, it is unclear as to how it became entangled.

17, November 2006 - What appeared to be near forty specimen were discovered inside a water storage tank in Houston, exact location is unknown. Judging from the photographs taken, the specimen had only recently begun to rot.

Notable because there was no way for forty specimen to get inside the tank, (it was not connected to anything, and because the specimen were twice as large as the one previously found, (though now this size is average) however they had just as many entrails as the first specimen.

21, March 2007 - After this date, more reports of victims being found "hollowed out" in their bathrooms rose to two a month. However this is not initially attributed to the Foedissimum Os as the deaths tended to occur in higher population, more crime oriented areas of large cities, and also because the local authorities appeared to be covering up the attacks.

Notable because at this point the local government became involved, making it hard to track exact numbers of sightings

25, November 2007 - A specimen is found in a flooded basement. Many pictures are taken, but again the exact location is not known.

Notable because the specimen lacked the extra organs found in previous specimen.  Oddly, all of its feathers had red tips.

17, June 2008 - A specimen is found in a hotel in capitol Texas, badly injured but alive.   Members of the Hand were able to acquire the specimen, but not keep it alive. It was dissected successfully before it began to rot.

Notable because this is the first specimen successfully acquired.

Further Study and Speculation

Dr. James



Upon further dissection of the "toilet monster" a large beady blue compound eye was discovered inside one of the fat storage sacks. This eye is fully functioning, but the thickness of the skin around it is such that it blocks out all light This is not the only odd thing about the specimen:




	It was noted to make high pitched squealing noises, though it has no conventional mouth openings of any sort.




	It has large feathers, though it lives in an aquatic environment.




	It is inside out, the flexible smooth carapace would serve as an excellent shell for sliding thorough pipelines, yet exists on the inside. instead exposing its internal organs to raw sewage.




	Its mouth is far too blunted and wide to cut through anyone, yet we have several documented cases if it doing so.




	Its mouth is also far too large to fit into any of the pipes it has been documented as fitting into.




	The subject moved through the hotel pipes quickly and easily, evading the catchers until it was beached, despite the fact that the pipes do not form any kind of network in which this would be possible.




	It has absolutely no muscles of any kind, even on its jaws.




If anyone is unfamiliar with the "cheese-graters" that spread across remote areas of Texas in the late 70's: they were a similarly nonsensical animal. Their mouth, a large cavity, was completely empty save for lots of ribs which formed a sort of cage slightly smaller than the mouth so there was some small space outside them. The ribs were very sharp along the edges. At the top and bottom of the cavity were two sphincters: one which functioned as lips and led outside, the other opened into a very powerful lung. Whenever a "cheese grater" felt anything fall inside it, it would open the two sphincters halfway and begin to rapidly inhale and exhale yanking and dragging its captive across its ribs slicing them into thin strips. It's why they were called cheese graters. They generally lay buried in sand with their lips at the surface waiting for an unfortunate to step on them.







The problem was, if anything ever fell in it was likely to tear through the bottom sphincter and land inside the animal's lung. Even Worse the "cheese-graters" had no way to tell what was on their lips, only being able to sense pressure. Often they would kill themselves by ricocheting rocks about their own chest cavity and shattering all of their ribs.

All the creatures seemed to do was die, they would starve to death, have their lips eaten off by dogs and vultures, become a nest for a myriad of insects. A whole field of fresh ones would spring up overnight, just to be filled with rotting pitfalls by the end of the week

I bring these animals up, because they also had a blue compound eye buried inside themselves, they also had long feathers that served no purpose, they also had a bizarre and unconventional mouth. They were just as nonsensical and nonfunctioning as Foedissimum Os. The primary difference between the two species is that Foedissimum Os functions anyway, it seems to defy common sense simply to function how it feels like functioning instead of simply dying a lot.

Four days before the first Foedissimum Os specimen was found, every "cheese grater" known to us disappeared. The ground was filled in, and in several cases plants that would have taken years to grow covered the spots. It looks as if they had never existed, and now, just two years later, evidence points towards Foedissimum Os having always existed in their current populations.

We know they haven't, we have the first sighting well documented. They were different only two years ago. they were smaller and had more than just fat stores sticking out of them, they kept getting stuck in weird places. We know this, but all of the sudden we are finding fossils of what look like our current model of Foedissimum Os, deep underground and all traces of the "cheese graters" are gone.

If you want to suggest some rapidly evolving nonsense-species that defies sensibility when we aren't looking I won't laugh at you, but I will point out that such things are hard to prove. For now, I think these monsters are all in our heads.









  
    Nigerian Lava Cat Husbandry Manual and Description



This document was obtained under the 2004 Legacy-Hand Document Sharing Agreement



Name: Nigerian lava cat

Latin Name: Ignafelid nigerius

Distribution: Fossil records show emergence in West Africa, but the species has since spread to a number of active volcanoes across northern Africa. Volcanoes lava cats have been sighted at include but are not limited to Erta Ale, Mallale, Alu, and Nabro. The oldest known fossils were found at the Biu Plateau.

Length: 4-6 m.

Weight: 300-500 kg.

Sapience: No

Habitat: Containing every Nigerian lava cat is impractical and of questionable ethics, and due to their habitat, they are not in immediate danger of being exterminated or imprisoned. However, sometimes Nigerian lava cats will become injured or displaced and be unable to return to the wild. These individuals are to be housed in Biodome-IV, which closely mimics (estimated 1% deviation) the environment of the area immediately around and in the lava pool at Erta Ale, Ethiopia.

Husbandry: Thankfully, Nigerian lava cats require little in the way of specialized care; their immune systems are nearly identical to that of a normal cat’s, and their ability to quickly regenerate results not only in wounds healing exceptionally quickly but also in disease being uncommon. However, monthly checkups are still required, as Nigerian lava cats must detach large pieces of their epidermis in order to grow. Complications resulting from this are fairly common, and in the wild Nigerian lava cats are known to die from fracturing of the epidermis. Fracturing of the epidermis can be treated was easily with heat resistant rubber cement. Tranqs will be necessary for operation, as Nigerian lava cats are understandably sensitive about having anyone near them when their epidermis is damaged.

Each Nigerian lava cat should be removed once a month and allowed to normalize their body temperature. Khufu’s (he’s the one with the three nicks in the left ear) heat-shunting organs are defective; either hose him off with cold water or leave him in the ice box for a few hours. To supplement their diet, each lava cat should be given three kilograms of meat every two months.

Standard tranq darts are ineffective on lava cats due to their thick, hard epidermis. Tranquillizer L-46 should be used via aerosol darts for the purpose of subduing any aggressive lava cats.




	






	Sketch drawn by Legacy member of Sekhmet (currently deceased), one of the older and more aggressive females in the pride, prior to molting.








Morphology: Nigerian lava cats are a feliform elemental species. The interior bodily structure is typical, with the exception of atypically fast cellular regeneration. Nigerian lava cats, however, are covered in an extremely flexible obsidian-like substance capable of withstanding extreme heat (in excess of 3500 Kelvins), and extreme force (in excess of 4000 Newtons). Regularly spaced along a Nigerian lava cat’s body are small organs that absorb heat and large organs responsible for shunting heat from the lava cat’s body. Nigerian lava cats also have sacs for storing oxygen during deep or long dives.
The exact composition of the epidermis is unknown. Analysis indicates that it is virtually identical to obsidian in chemical composition and molecular structure, but obsidian is known for not being durable and fracturing easily, and the epidermis of Nigerian lava cats is extremely durable and doesn’t fracture at all. While magical altering of the obsidian remains a possibility, magical sensors reveal nothing magical about the epidermis or its formation, rendering some sort of natural molecular restructuring the most likely possibility. The manner in which the epidermis is produced is also unknown, though lava cats have been observed consuming small amounts of lava corresponding to the amount of new epidermis being produced, so they aren’t breaking the Law of Conservation of Mass.

Evolutionary History: The species is believe to have diverged from ‘normal’ felines at the start of the Piacenzian period (about 3.6 million years ago, for those unfamiliar with our paleontological divisions), though the exceptionally quick evolution raises the question of whether their evolution was entirely self-directed or whether another organism assisted in modifying them. In any event, time travel and fossil records clearly show that the species started as a cat merely unusually tolerant of heat and developed the unique adaptations to its environment approximately half-way through the time the species has existed.

Records seem to show a subspecies of the lava cat briefly existing in Egypt during the Old Kingdom. This subspecies had a significantly slower metabolism and gained energy by basking in the sun for long periods with only part of their body exposed. In any event, the subspecies appears to have been extinct by the time of the Hysko invasion, as Hysko records at the time make no mention of it while making mention of various other anomalous species present in Ancient Egypt during the time period.

The closest living relatives of the lava cats are the members of the Panthera genus, with the species bearing the closest DNA match is Panthera leo, with a 98% match. It is possible that lions and lava cats can interbreed, but in any event it’s unknown to happen.

Diet: Nigerian lava cats require no food, though they have a functioning digestive and excretory system (as discovered when a Hawaiian lavaskipper was introduced into Biodome-IV in an attempt to save space). Rather, Nigerian lava absorb ambient heat and converts the temperature differential into electrical energy by means of a biological thermocouple. The electrical energy is then converted into chemical energy. When the body of a Nigerian lava cat reaches a temperature so that generating electricity by temperature difference becomes no longer practical, the cat will move to a cooler location where heat shunting organs will rapidly lower the cat’s body temperature. The cat will then return to the volcano.

As evident from the Lavaskipper Incident, not consuming food is due to environmental factors rather than behavioral ones, and Nigerian lava cats can and will kill things and eat them to supplement their diet if given the chance. They appear to enjoy their meat cooked rare, and several have developed a fondness for steak.

Social Behavior: Nigerian lava cats live in prides of anywhere from fifteen to twenty individuals, with a social structure similar to that of lions. When the young disperse, they will move to another volcano, or an area sufficiently distant. Because of habitat limitations, the majority of young cannot find a new volcano and must coexist with another pride, be absorbed into that pride, or drive the dominant male out. Females typically choose one of the first two options, while males usually choose the last, though they are known to join other prides as nonbreeders.

Each pride is led by a single dominant male, who is also the only one allowed to breed, and the dominant male will kill any kits that are not his direct offspring (Legacy’s pride is given hormone disruptors to prevent this). The dominant male in turn is mated to several dominant female with whom he produces offspring. The other males and females in the group are either outsiders accepted into the pride (usually treated with some degree of hostility anyway) or adult females that have not dispersed. In very rare cases, Nigerian lava cats will be born male but not sexually mature; these individuals stay with the pride they were born into and guard kits.

Courting is markedly different than lion courting. Before courting a female, a male lava cat will make a deep dive into the volcano and pry off rock from deep down. The male will then use nearby volcanic rock to construct a roughly circular bower, and will then place the volcanic rock in the center. Females will investigate each volcanic rock and bower, and are believed to be able to sense how far down the rock was retrieved and base mate selection on that. The mate of the dominant female will then become the dominant male. Exactly how this behavior originated, given the classic leonine social structure, is unknown. In any event, the pride is still male-dominated despite the position of dominant male passing based on who the dominant female selects as a mate.

Intelligence: The intelligence and sapience of Nigerian lava cats remains at question. While the species certainly has displayed a certain level of cunning one usually only finds in confirmed sapients, this could very well be an evolutionary adaptation required due to the species’ environment. Universal translation devices have also failed at communications, casting further doubt on the possibility of full sapience.



Librarian's Notes: As of 2011, Nigerian lava cats have increasingly been sighted outside their normal range, in places as far-flung as volcanic Pacific islands. Entire prides (as well as parts of prides) have disappeared without any obvious reason, and their radio transmitters have been of no help at all, showing them one day in Ethiopia and the next in Indonesia.

Expeditions in magma-subs have turned up nothing, nor has magical inquiry. The leading theory is that there's something else displacing the cats, since they're vanishing in a west-to-east direction. Due to the exceptional toughness of Nigerian lava cats, however, it is unknown what would be capable of driving them out. Legacy has been forced to put additional resources into keeping Nigerian lava cats, native anomalies, and humans from coming into conflict as well as hiding the migration from other organizations and recovering disabled Nigerian lava cats.

Currently the only lava cat prides with no disappearances are located on the East African Rift.



  
    The Golden Goats



Many moons ago, there was a mythical land known as the Revelan plains. Many strange and wonderful creatures inhabited these lands, and many odd and unbelievable legends were spun. One of the many beasts that roamed the land was the golden butter goat, which lived high on the mountain plains.

Golden butter goats were wondrous creatures capable of producing the finest butters and curds from the pores of their hides. These butters were produced all the time, slinking through the goats coat and creating a shimmering, delicious illusion that the goat was dripping with molten gold.

The golden butter goat was a shy creature, never leaving the highest mountains and never coming out in the day. Its existence was limited to wandering the crooks and crannies of the Revelan mountains, leaving a shimmering golden butter trail in its wake. They lived simple tribal lives, with other members of their species.

The beauty of the goat is almost matched by the variety of butters it produced. For the golden butter goat was no ordinary butter goat, I assure you. As time marched on, it would produce different breeds of butter. The cycle of butter production changed every year, and no two days produced the same flavor.

For example, during the high moon, the butter produced on the goats hide would be as silky as a Persian blanket, melting in the mouth of the consumer as they were overcome by bliss. During the summer months, consumption of the butter made men think of what had come before them, of summers once forgotten but now remembered by all men.

When it perched on a great boulder and gazed into the moon, one could almost feel the lonesomeness these beautiful creatures endured. For if they were ever to leave the mountain sanctuary, they would be hunted down and consumed by the greedy men who lived below.

Alas, the phenomenon of the golden goats could not endure for all time. As the years rolled by, many goats became slower, producing a less golden sheen and fewer new kids. Many in the hills below whispered of the gold becoming sour, and a pestilence sweeping the population.

The final days for the golden goats began when the gold lost its marvelous sheen. It went from a shining gold to a putrid, ugly yellow, and then from there to a stinking thick fluid. The hair on their hides became not gold, but a viscous black that hindered movement and stank like the rot.

Men did not know the truth of the golden goats fate until seasons later, when one man strode up the Revelan mountains to see them. All that could be found was the old caves and fields where they once lived, now empty and overgrown by red sung vines. All that could ever be found were the bones and skulls of the last to fall.

And even now, they have faded to legend. So as you taste your next buttered delicacy, remember the golden butter goats. For without the fairness of their coats, we would have never tasted it at all.



  
    Ropen Overview



This document was obtained under the 2004 Legacy-Hand Document Sharing Agreement



Common Name: Ropen

Latin Name: Duah duah

Distribution: caverns on various Oceanian islands

Length: 5-7 meters

Wingspan: 9-14 meters

Weight: 20-30 kilograms

Sapient: Probably not

Habitat: Despite their native habitat, we do not keep ropen in recreated caves. Instead, they are in a very large aviary (geodesic dome fifty meters in radius) constructed of carbon nanotubes. This aviary accurately recreates (estimated 5% deviation) an Oceanian cloud forest.

Husbandry: All ropen are fed five kilograms of fish every other day and ten kilograms of fruit a week. Every other week, the enclosure is cleaned. During this time, the ropen should be kept sedated with L-46 and have life signs monitored by no less than three individuals each armed with stun guns.

Morphology: Time travel has demonstrated rather conclusively that Quetzalcoatlus was extremely fragile to the point where it is a small miracle it evolved at all, making mild interference in its evolution being likely. The ropen is significantly more sturdy; analysis of skeletons reveal that many have healed wounds consistent with those from Oceanic weapons. The ropen also differs in that the wing significantly wider than in Quetzalcoatlus (proportionally), being shaped more like those of Criorhynchus, and overall it is simply more flexible, a feat accomplished both by being significantly smaller and by having bones that are themselves slightly flexible.

The most interesting aspect of the ropen, however, is its bioluminescent underside. The color of light emitted varies considerably. Ropen from New Guinea display a bluish light similar to that from many species of bioluminescent algae and the bacterium genus Vibrio while those from Sumatra emit a purple light. Indonesia ropen emit a reddish light, and those from the Phillipines emit a lime green light.

These colors are not clean divisions, as the exact color of the light blends at the edges of each of the subspecies’ ranges. The mechanism for which the light is produced is currently unknown, as Legacy has been unable to procure an already dead ropen and taking samples from a ropen currently at Legacy runs an unacceptable risk of harming the ropen in question. The working hypothesis, however, is that the ropen produce the light by means of symbiotic bacterium.

The full reason for the light is more difficult to determine. While it could theoretically attract fish, that does not explain the range of color displayed by different ropen subspecies. Communication is another distinct possibility, as ropen in the presence of another ropen will flash different patterns of light at each other, and some of the language has been deciphered, though ropen are known to glow when no other ropen are present (as well as when they are asleep) for minutes at a time, so this cannot be the only reason--and that does not explain differing colors either.

Evolutionary History: Fossil records in Oceania show that the genus Quetzalcoatlus survived after the K-T Event. After the K-T event, it rapidly speciated into several different groups: Coatlidae (coatls), Neopterodactyloidaa (extant pterosaurs), and Aetherdactylidae (pterosaurs adapted to the highest regions of the atmosphere and short forays into outer space). The ropen belongs to the second group, which appears to have spread from eastern North America west to what is now northwest Africa (it should be noted that several very primitive species of pterosaur are native to that region).

Approximately 35 milion years ago, pterosaurs began spreading to Oceania through the rest of Africa and then island hopping the rest of the distance. The ropen evolved approximately 20 million years ago when the pterosaurs first hit Oceania.

The appearance of the ropen was bizarrely rapid (within three million years) given the fact that they and they alone among pterosaurs have developed bioluminescence. If the bioluminescence is indeed, as theorized, actually due to the presence of bacteria, it may have been that the bacteria were originally present and served as gut flora initially, later becoming symbotic for the purpose of bioluminescence.

Diet: Mostly fish with some fruit. Ropen have also been sighted digging up fresh graves, and presumably eat the bodies, as the bodies are invariably not seen afterwards. Interestingly, ropen will not eat unburied but still dead humans, possibly resulting in the tradition of not burying the dead being present on several Oceanic islands.

Social Behavior: Ropen have an extremely complex system of communication composed of flashes of light, part of which is documented in the attached table. Over the decades that captive ropen have been observed, the flock has created new signals, suggesting a form of sentience.

Ropen form close-knit flocks led by a dominant male and female pair. Members of the flock will work together to bring down large animals, which are then shared evenly among the flock, or to eliminate threats to the flock. The behavior of the flock when working in this way is highly cunning; far more so than single individuals are.

The creatures are monogamous and mate for life. Eggs are laid in clutches of three to five throughout the year, though fertility greatly increases when food is plentiful. All eggs are laid in a central nest built by the dominant male and female. Members of the flock work together to guard eggs and hatchlings, alternating guards and mothers.

Intelligence: As stated above, ropen have a complex language, one capable of communicating basic emotions, warnings, and thoughts. While the intelligence of the ropen is believed to be limited (due to their small brain), communicating simple messages to warn or soothe them has proved effective by means of a robotic ropen equipped with lights operated by remote control. It is currently unknown if the ropen believe the robotic ropen to be an actual ropen or understand that it is a method of communication from us to them.

Attached Table



	Behavior
	Meaning



	Rhymatic slow pulsating of light intensity
	Sexual arousal.



	Three slow flashes
	Aggression. Usually used in dominance displays between males.



	Three rapid flashes
	Fear. Usually used in dominance displays between males.



	One rapid flash, followed by one slow flash, followed by one rapid flash
	Surrendering while refusing to acknowledge the superiority of the victor (?), meaning deduced from an apparent lack of loss in status. Most often used in dominance displays, but sometimes used by ropen while playing. Ropen flashing this pattern are usually left alive even when the other ropen is in a position to easily kill them.



	One slow flash, followed by one rapid flash, followed by one slow flash
	Playful aggression or defensiveness (?). Almost never seen outside play.



	One very rapid flash
	Warning.



	Ten rapid flashes performed while slowly turning, with one slightly longer than the others
	Indicates the direction food can be found in (?).



	Five rapid flashes, followed by five slow flashes
	Conveys soothing and calming emotions.



	Several extremely rapid flashes
	Terror. Basically a stronger form of the sign for warning, with any ropen seeing such a sign becoming extremely defensive and actively trying to escape the area.



	Long flash starting from the top and slowly moving down
	Wishing to be left alone.



	Long flash starting from the bottom and slowly moving up
	Wishing to play or otherwise interact socially.








  
    On Sea Pigeons



Today, visitors to the Elrichian bay might find themselves lucky enough to spy a Sea Pigeon. The Elrichian Sea Pigeon is a notable species, one that has become a sort of mascot for the capitol city of Elra. These elegant fliers, swiftly darting over the Elra bay waves, are one of the most unique species found outside of Bluen or even Revelo. For these creatures did not come from the selection of royal animal husbands, they originated from the artificial practices of the fishers in the bay. Indeed, these beasts have given rise to the Elra bay as the "Bay of the Blind Fish."

Some time ago, when the fisheries began to harvest the Elrichian sea a simple herd of pigeons took up roost in the various buildings used to refine the fishers wares. They weren't the Sea Pigeons we know today, but those belonging to the ordinary and unremarkable breed. When the fishers would cut up their wares, the pigeons would be there, watching with great fascination through their beady little eyes. When the fishers noticed this, they began to feed the pigeons small parts of the fish they cut off. Such was the life of this flock, growing fat from the generosity of fishy butchers.

In time, the business of the fisheries grew as the land of Elrich prospered. Fewer and fewer parts of the fish could be spared for the pigeons, however, and many of the fishers simply stopped giving them the scraps. Flock members grew thinner as the food supplies became lean, and many fled or perished to starvation. One salty sailor, sitting on a dock, was wittness to what is now known as the most unique migration ever seen by a man. The birds, no longer able to rely on the handouts as had been in the past, soared over his head, to the bay.

Many fishers said this is the last they would see of the pigeons. Some lamented this loss, while others said it was a good riddance to a parasite that had been feeding on them for generations. But then, unusual fish began to be caught. Blind fish, with eyes expertly cut out by parties unknown. At first the incidents were few and far between, but as traffic in the bay continued to swell, more and more aquatic creatures turned up blinded.

It was then that Maver Chatsik, a man who history has remembered as a discoverer and adventurer, sought to discover the cause for this fishy plight. He set out on a rowboat, and was out in open water for eleven days and twelve night. Upon this boat, he made a discovery that would become as celebrated as his exploits in the Martanda. The birds had taken up roost in the Great Elra Sandbar, and were living on the eyes of the various bay inhabitants. And so, on the twelfth morning, he rowed back to the harbor and declared his discovery to the crowd of onlookers.

And so, a new relationship with the fishers and the Sea Pigeons was made. The Sea Pigeons were able to make their lives easier by far, for the blinded fish were much easier to obtain than sighted ones. In exchange, the fishers were always sure to toss any sighted fish they captured back into the bay, for the consumption of the pigeons. This is a relationship that has lasted the test of time, even the many transitions Elra has gone through. The Sea Pigeons are an icon of the crown, and so they shall remain for many days to come.



  
    Entomology



There is an archaic legend amongst my family, which pre-dates even the first of us. While this tale tends to alter with each telling, there are aspects which we would not dare change. It invariably regards a crevice, accessible only by esoteric and convoluted means that I cannot divulge in full. Often at times, this method describes an exploration to pestilent foreign lands; in most versions of the tale, the use of certain… untrustworthy substances generally act as the quickest means to find the place. What is seen when these are taken can be strange – my father's uncle explained meeting a great, talking antlion, who kindly provided directions. He found the entity to be rather sociable. They later ended sharing a good glass of brandy and a chat.

This crevice is always thin and unremarkable, only just large enough to allow the entry of a small person, and is always hidden within some extreme place – normally a mountain or cave, although my great-grandmother told it to be set deep within a large forest – and even then, obscured by scenery.

While it appears to be only a shallow crack in the stone, wood, or ground, it is in nature, an entrance of great depth and significance. Unknown is it who first went into the place to obtain the knowledge of its contents, as none of my relatives seem to know of the myth’s origin, nor even of any of our ancestors who might have. As far as I am aware, nobody has found or entered it in the last fifty years.

Those who have passed through the portal have found themselves within a cavern which resembles no place on this world. The rock that composes it is sulphurous and brittle to the touch, and throughout grows luminous lichen and moss. The distant ceiling is bright enough to emulate daylight, and one could not stare at it without soon averting their eyes. I am told that flowering plants – in many fantastic shades of blood blue and violent purple – grow there, but none of this is particularly well detailed. After all, my family have always been studiers of daemons and insects, and therein lies the focus of the story. For the plant life, in all its splendour, is nothing compared to the animal population.



These arthropods, it is said, display variety enough to constitute a whole Order. Some would be considered monstrous by the standards of modern society; however, many are simply odd, and at times, the distinction between a truly natural beast and one of supernormal nature is blurred. My family keeps record of these strange and wondrous organisms via a kind of personal bestiary, which is updated by those few who have supposedly ventured to the place (the last of which, if memory serves me reliably, was my great-great grandfather, Lucas of Argolis).

The tradition has always been to pass this journal to the eldest capable male, and it was most recently entrusted by my father to my late brother Robert, before it passed to me. My inheritance of the book afforded me my first chance to read through it, bringing to my attention the more incredible aspects of my family’s legacy.

I have consulted this bestiary, and find an interesting collection of fables. Among the species detailed there are giant nymphs with six legs, with a dense, muscular surface outside their chitinous shells, and which possess somewhere between two and four light blue, delicate and impractical wings. Upon these wings grow a kind of symbiote, with yellow-green, conical bodies, connected to their hosts by strong, organic fibre. To see this thing fly is a wonder, for it uses these growths to its advantage; upon flapping its wings, they are roused to activity, and stay parallel to the surface of the wings, catching the air and allowing the main body, through great exertion of the wing muscles, flight.

Another creature resembles a giant, fattened beetle, but with a fleshy lizard-like form under its patchy exoskeleton. Despite having six, powerful legs, this specimen was mostly sessile. It subsisted by lingering around the areas of heavy fungus concentration. Every now and then, an odd phenomenon would occur: a sort of incorporeal light or luminous gas of various fantastic colours (my predecessors described several of these as “indigo-orange” and “green-violet”) would form in the air. The beetle would jump, and capture these in its legs, before spending several hours nipping away at it until the next specter manifested.

On one occasion, the exoskeleton of this beast was seen to harden and knit together like cloth being sown. Following this, the soft, inner body was seen to tear out from its dead shell, and a sort of fluid it produced from its pale skin hardened, sealing it in place. The then statue-like creature was not seen to move again – however, investigation of its former skin revealed a clutch of twenty or so eggs, spherical, and about the size of a pebble.

The journey to this place is certainly one of our better rituals. While I have yet to see this location myself, the thought of walking amongst the curious fauna of the place makes me positively giddy. Perhaps my or my inheritors will rediscover it some day. If I may never find it, it is most certainly a gift I would wish to leave any children that might outlive me.

-From The Tales of Lewis Eykos-Anure, Professional Madman.



  
    Blackeyes





The following excerpt was found written on papyrus in the ruins of recently condemned apartment complex in Boston during the winter of 2007. Carbon dating has placed the payrus at several thousand years old, despite the content indicating a relatively recent time period.


The creatures known as blackeyes are one of the more famous spirits in this era. For the most part knowledge of them is limited to first-person experiences reported on the Internet, and speculation by mediums of the Judeo-Christian variety. These individuals are terrified by the blackeyes, and call them demons in league with their deity’s arch-enemy. Even those who are not aligned with the Judeo-Christian deity often view blackeyes as malicious. Most likely this is due to a sort of ‘cultural bleed’ effect, but I have little doubt that the appearance of blackeyes does not help matters.

Blackeyes seem to instinctively strike members of Homo sapiens as wrong. They seem falsely sweet, their body language seems wrong, and most of all their eyes frighten. The typical attitude of Homo sapiens towards their young is reversed in the case of blackeyes; mortal scientists would probably attribute this to the uncanny valley. I personally am skeptical of this explanation, as what mortal scientists do not know about the ‘uncanny valley’ is that it evolved (in mammals, at least) in response to hostile endocorporeal parasites, such as the wendigo. Blackeyes are endocorporeal symbiotes of the mutualistic variety. Similar mutualistic symbiotes, such as the willing Bound, do not seem to trigger the uncanny valley effect.

In its native state, the anomalous half of a blackeye is little but an indistinct shadow, appearing as an irregular inkspill about a meter across. It moves in a similar manner to a serpent and feeds off various bits of detritus, preferring feeding grounds close to large groups of humans. It remains in this state until it finds a host, usually a child near death due to exposure.

When a blackeye finds a host, they attach themselves by flowing into the host’s ocular cavities. The blackeye doesn’t actually ever extend themselves out of the inside of the ocular cavity; the presence of a blackeye stains the eyeball black. Thereafter, the host benefits from a variety of advantages the blackeye confers upon it. They are hardier, both emotionally and physiologically (though their body temperature drops precipitously). And they have excellent low-light vision. Both of these properties seem to be direct effects of the blackeye’s presence, potentially tied to the origin of the species, which is usually believed to be the void of space.



The rest of the papyrus was torn off.



  
    Terry Mastiff's Guide to Canomancy






	



	Note the absence of any headgear, indicating an improperly performed ritual.






There are many different facets and intricacies to the art of the Canine's Haberdasher. One must account for the various breeds of dogs, how many times they are able to howl to the moon, and whether they wish to summon a dog in a hat, a hat in a dog, or some other variant thereof. It is not an easy craft, and many of the sorcerially inclined have failed in its completion. If you truly wish to complete the powerful ritual of a dog in a hat, they may proceed.

Before a young Canimancer can begin the ceremony of Canial Liturgy, they must travel to the nine corners of Elra and obtain the proper necessities. The easiest, but sometimes trickiest, component for the youthful Houndthaumaturge to get ahold of is their left foot. Although the left foot serves no purpose in the ritual, this ceremony has never been completed by any magically-inclined pet owner without a left foot.

From the beaches, they will snag the Elrian Pelican. But merely catching or trapping the Pelican is not acceptable. It must willingly present itself to the young Barkoloancers gullet, and make itself at home with the fillings and the canker sores. From here, they must travel on into the heart of the city, through the bustling markets, bustling schools, bustling orange groves and bustling bust parlors. There, they may find a male Suvian Horned Goat, and befriend it. They must rebuff the social callings of society, and make a truly majestic friendship with the goat.

In the secretively secret of his Majesty King Braem III, there is a tomato patch of royality. The childish Canid Shaman must find the tomato which looks like their Uncle Jimmy, and steal it away in the night. If they do not have any uncles under the Jimmy nomenclature, please see "Summoning (Powerful?) Multi-Dimensionals And You." There will also be a tulip patch, from 197 tulips must be borrowed. While being in the Kings neighborhood, they may take to sneak into his royal kitchens and snatch away the apple juice. This juice must come with lemon wedges, or the junior Four-legged-barking-canid-descending-from-lupus shaman will have suffered their journey for naught. These lemon wedges must be facing northeast.

Once these prophetic products have been collected, the fledgling Puppy Shaman shall be compelled to assemble their ritual circle. Donning their maroon suspenders(But not that maroon) The apple juice must be poured in a semi-semi-circle, at a rate of no less then two drops per month. Once drawn, a mouthful of half-cut Oltonian Blutt Mushrooms must be arranged in different and exciting patterns, depending on which dog they want to summon. This must be done carefully. See Giraffes…

Then, the Canine Conjurer may release the Elrichian Pelican. As it soars majestically into whatever time of day it is, the majicks and spirits of the dogland will begin to rise into the surface, seeping fluffy, tail-wagging ancients into the circle. Then, the Mongrelmancer must dance. All the world will see their moves, and judge them for it. If they are to survive this onslaught of petty remarks and annoyance, they must use only dance moves their mother would approve of.

At this point it is recommended for the summoner to check their left foot every 15-20 minutes, as they are known to wander off.

Powerful dog spirits will begin to rile around the Mutt Mage, enveloping them with the soul of all that is dog. At this point the goat will spontaneously combust, but understands why and forgives them.

The ritual is complete at this point, and the Fidofetcher may wait 4-6 weeks for the arrival of their dog.



  
    Anomalous Forces in Evolution






UNKNOWN ANOMALOUS FORCES IN ANIMAL EVOLUTION: EVIDENCE FOR A DISCRIMINATORY FORCE



Robert L. Griffon, George B. Frickfurt, Ferixatlo, Cognitio MK II, and Valencia C. Hunter







Evolution will on occasion act in ways that, on the surface, do not make perfect sense. While the examples mainstream science is aware of make far more sense once further investigation into the forces driving evolution of the population is performed, many of the lifeforms encountered by Legacy and other paranormal/anomalous groups show evolution working in truly bizarre ways: radical new features evolving in mere thousands of years, organisms from completely different ranges acting in specialized mutualistic relations when introduced to each other, and organisms taking evolutionary paths that seem nonsensical for their clade. Due to the high number of organisms currently in the care of Legacy that had unusual evolutionary histories, and the value of understanding evolution better, a study group was put together, drawing members of the Serpent’s Hand and Legacy, as well as independent scientists. We used a combination of time travel logs, fossil/DNA records, scrying, and remote-viewing devices to investigate organisms that met two of five criteria relating to evolutionary histories. Our survey of these organisms reveal that a guiding force appears to be behind their evolutionary histories, and several remote-viewing sessions provided avenues of further inquiry for determining what these forces might be.
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The first individual to note the possibility of anomalous forces influencing evolution was Richard Bergman (1804-1889), the founder of modern vulcabiology. His theories in this area were initially dismissed as the product of the mind of a crackpot, in large part because he attempted to justify his religious and political views through vulcabiology and misinterpretations of the social structure of Ignafelis nigerius (Thoth 1985). The concept enjoyed a small but devoted following for several decades thereafter (the believers in the idea being colloquially known as Bergmanites), but gradually fell out of favor as cryptozoologists took an increasingly naturalistic view of the field. During this period, the dominant assumption was that anomalistics that defied common notions of biology and physics were frauds, and had no place in cryptozoology.




After the discovery of an anomalous jellyfish currently in the possession of the SCP Foundation, and the gathering of organisms from it for study and captive breeding, interest in the possibility of anomalous forces acting on evolution spiked, with forty papers on the subject appearing in The Journal of Cryptozoology during the 1980s alone. At this time, however, all known anomalous forces affecting evolution seemed to merely accelerate it by increasing mutation rate, even if there was an abnormal lack of negative mutations (Hartward 1985). Furthermore, DNA sequencing was still an emerging technology (even among the ranks of the Enlightened). It was thus only recently that a full survey (including genetic analysis) was possible.




With the advent of various methods, both magical and scientific, of directly viewing the past, interest in the exact forces acting on evolution spiked again. Given that the results of the attempts to sequence the genes of Nigerian lava cats (Ignafelis nigerius) and heat sludge (Limus ignus) were complete failures due to the measurement problems that only manifested when the genes of those organisms were sequenced (Frickfurt and Hartward 1993), interest in how these organisms evolved grew as well. The combination of these two interests lead to the first attempts to gather information on the evolutionary history of volcano-dwelling organisms.




These efforts produced decidedly mixed results. Repeated attempts to determine a method to sequence the genes of volcano-dwelling organisms resulted in the discovery that they were using a novel set of base pairs (the purine being dubbed ryphosine and the pyridimine being dubbed sernine) (Frickfurt and Hartward 1995) in addition to the traditional bases; subsequently genetic sequencers were designed to be able to handle these extra bases.




However, analysis of the forces acting on the evolution of Nigerian lava cats revealed little apparent reason for the species to evolve in the manner it did. The ancestors of the Nigerian lava cat were not forced to adapt to changing conditions, nor did volcanoes present a resource that, in evolutionary terms, was particularly attractive. Further examination found more organisms whose evolutionary histories appeared anomalous (Watson, 1997). While some of these could be easily explained using known anomalies, many could not.






Materials and Methods




Study sample.—Our survey was of all known species that met two out of four criteria:


	Developed novel adaptations in 10-100 generations

	Took an extremely unusual path for a member of its clade

	Developed anomalous capabilities

	Took evolutionary paths that did not appear to confer any advantage




Given the subjective nature of some of these criteria, we undoubtedly included some species when in fact we should not have included them, and vice versa. Criteria one and five were especially difficult to judge without having time travel logs or scrying sessions evaluating the evolutionary history of every single species, so we limited ourselves to species that we already knew filled those criteria.




Species were disqualified if they had any of the following traits:




	Being spontaneously altered to form a new species

	Being of extrauniversal descent

	Being spontaneously created, either ex nihilo or through alchemy[1]

	Being a result of an understood anomaly affecting evolution, such as the aforementioned jellyfish



Study method.—Each species that met our requirements had its DNA sequenced and had a detailed analysis of its fossil record and evolutionary history performed. For the purpose of analyzing the evolutionary history of populations, we procured the services of professional scryers in the employ of Messers. Violet and Ficklestein, a firm specializing in viewing the Deep Past.


To analyze the evolutionary history of the populations, we had the viewing sessions recorded, then ran them through an algorithm (constructed with the aid of several sapient artificial intelligences) to describe overall trends and pick out particularly significant events. The overall trends were then reviewed, with the selected significant events receiving a correspondingly greater amount of attention. Ten randomly chosen one-month periods were chosen from each species and reviewed (the task being delegated in large part to interns and assistants) to aid in finding anything that the algorithm may have missed.[2]






Results





A total of 10,768 animal species met our requirements, with an analysis by phylum indicating a non-random distribution (see Attached Table 1). Several of the more successful and diverse phyla, such as Arthropoda and Annelida, have what appears to be abnormally few species meeting these requirements. The distribution of anomalous species is quite similar to the distribution of species in legends (Riverflight 2004).

Since species meeting our requirements were so heavily clustered, we ran further analysis on these clusters to determine any non-random distribution within higher-order groups (see Figure 2).




	

In addition, we noted various out of place artifacts in various points of time. For the most part these were spherical devices that were noted to follow 33 migratory species, 31 of which met our requirements[3]. Examination of the spherical devices using more advanced scrying equipment demonstrated that they had excellent sensory equipment, and their attempted evasion of more detailed scrying indicates likely temporal sensory abilities. Further attempts at scrying encountered some sort of interference identical to the natural temporal noise experienced when scrying attempts do not focus on a particular point in space-time. The cause of this interference is unknown.






Conclusions





The abnormal distribution in clades without any abnormal metaphysical properties themselves suggests a discriminatory force. What exactly this force is remains unknown.




Much of the evidence gathered (the out of place artifacts) indicate some sort of intervention by a technologically advanced species, but where the species came from is unknown, as is anything regarding their identity, their intentions, or the process by which they intervened. Artifacts from the Deep Past do support the Old Civilization hypothesis,[4] so some species may represent the results of influence of older civilizations. However, most of these species developed far away from civilization (world civilizations are fairly uncommon), and no signs of tampering were detected.




Directly tampering with genetic material tends to leave definite marks (intentional or not) on a species genome (Laweson 2005), and no such marks have been detected, either by us or by the hundreds who study auras. Papyrus scrolls and modern writings by members of the Egyptian pantheon do describe an influx of Chaos as having similar effects (Thoth 1988). However, a Chi squared analysis demonstrated that what originally appeared to be unusually concentrations of species fitting our criteria during periods of great upheaval (in cultural, ecological, and geological terms) was in fact not statistically significant.




Probability alteration appears to be the most likely explanation. For any outcome permitted by the basic laws of the universe, there is a non-zero possibility that it will occur, no matter how small. Therefore, it is theoretically possible for, for example, a basal felid to evolve to live as a volcanic organism; the probability is merely very small. While Occam’s Razor could then dismiss it as chance, the sheer number of species, and their distribution, make chance unlikely to be responsible (p < .005). By probability alteration, one can make it so that was a very remote possibility becomes near certainty. As probability alteration has been shown to work across branes (Thoth 2012), it would be the ideal method for interfering aliens who, for whatever reason, did not want to leave their home brane.






Footnotes




[bookmark: 1]1. For further information, consult Timothy Flamel’s Principles of Alchemy, Chapter 19.

[bookmark: 2]2. As the algorithims were designed to detect events that were out of the ordinary, very frequent anomalous events could more easily be missed; ten one month periods were decided on due to time constraints.

[bookmark: 3]3. The rest were noted either in remote viewing sessions due to their proximity to a species being investigated, or were mentioned in time travel logs.

[bookmark: 4]4. For those unfamiliar, the Old Civilization hypothesis states that civilizations; whether from temporally displaced humans, ancient hominoid species, or even older creatures such as dinosaurs; have extended into the eons as early as the Silurian period, and that at almost any point in history there has existed an advanced civilization.
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Comments:


	This paper shows promise, but as it is is insufficiently detailed about the data obtained. There are no figures, and few tables. Without the data sources used, the results are not reproducible. While the information presented is interesting, without the data any further investigations are impossible. It is understandable that the authors may with to not take up three hundred or so pages with their records, but the Node where the information is stored has highly limited access. I would recommend embedding the data in a Node inside the paper. — Reviewer #1

	Given the rather revolutionary nature of the paper, if future examinations confirm the hypothesis, I would expect more attention to be paid to attempts by magic-users to influence evolution using probability alteration. — Reviewer #2

	The introductory material describing the history behind the concept is rather long. I would advise eliminating almost all of it, relegating the remainder to a footnote, and giving a reference to one of the several books written about Bergman's theories. — Reviewer #3





  
    Conversing with an Argratian Swamp



Transcription of a dialog with the Third Great Swamp of Etun, Kingdom of Fire, Lemuria

Tornok Aquor, Apprentice Nature-Speaker: I have come to communicate with the Swamp as representative of the Kingdom of Mystery's College-City of Yolag. I come in peace, offering gifts of of fertilizer, meat, and non-alcoholic spirits. May I speak to the great Swamp?

Third Great Swamp of Etun: I reckon you can.1

Aquor: Your accent… I do not recognize it, I apologize.

Etun: I reckon you wouldn't. Ya see, it ain't a Lemurian one; I weren't born here.

Aquor: You weren't born here?

Etun: Ayup.

Aquor: So, where were you born?

Etun: I was born in Argrat.

Aquor: Agrat? I have heard of the land, but I have never been there. How did you come to Lemuria?

Etun: Quit it with your fancy talk. We're just normal folks here, no need to say everythin' so… well-educated.

Aquor: The College-City of Yolag requires that I address you formally, oh great Swamp.

Etun: Fair enough. Ya want some Nectar?

Aquor: No thank you. Tell me, this… you seem rather noxious for a Swamp. Is there any reason?

Etun: Noxious? What does that mean?

Aquor: It means you have a peculiar… odor about you. Also, several of the animals inhabiting this place seem deformed. Why is that?

Etun: I don't know nothing. Ask my mother. Or my sister.2

Aquor: Your… mother?

Etun: Or my sister. Same thing, really.

Aquor:…you mean to say that your mother is also your sister.

Etun: And my daughter, too! And my husband. Damn fine husband she is.

Aquor: How… how in the Eight Kingdoms is that even possible?

Etun: I reckon it's pretty normal in Argrat to have your family be one person. I'm the daughter of my grandfather's niece, who is also my grandmother and son.

Aquor: …I… cannot comprehend this.

Etun: It's simple! I am my own daughter!

Aquor: But you said your daughter was your wife.

Etun: Husband. She is also my mother, my sister, my grandfather, my grandmother, my niece, my nephew, my cousin, my wife, and… myself.

Aquor:…so you're saying that you're related to yourself.

Etun: Yup.

Aquor: T'fossa'q!3.

Shortly following this, Tornok Aquor returned to the College-City of Yolag, and compiled a report stating that "The Study of Sapient Swamps is a waste of time, and should be carried out by the Kingdom of Fire, who have much experience with wasting time."

In response, Charog Etoi of the Temple-City of Redip, Kingdom of Fire, stated that the Kingdom "would gladly take over this work; it would be far too much to ask the denizens of the Kingdom of Mystery, who live in swamps, to in addition study them."


Footnotes

1. All of the dialog for Etun is written in Grain Lemurian, to indicate a roughness. Because it is difficult to translate into English, a "hillbilly" accent has been given to Etun for the sake of this piece.

2. This is a rough translation; Lemurian swamps are typically hermaphroditic.

3. Common swear word in the Eight Kingdoms, meaning "smite me".





  
    On The Yalthea, Both Greater and Lesser





The Yalthea is a beast borne from the early eddies and flows of chaos. As the structures of the past break down, large amounts of psychic energy are released as what was once permanent, worth basing one's life around, is destroyed. It is from this chaos that the Yalthea emerges, and it is from this is that it receives its subsistence. Although coming in, by definition, a variety of shapes and sizes, the Yalthea are generally grouped into two broad categories: Greater and Lesser.
The Lesser Yaltheas are those born from small-scale events: a family falling apart, a fire in a crowded theater, or a power outage in a large city. Although the majority of Yaltheas are of this type, they are not to be considered especially dangerous. Their relative size is small, and their appetites match their appearance; most are content with small-scale pranks and mischief. These Lesser Yaltheas may be considered akin to some of the less malign varieties of fey.

The Greater Yaltheas, however, are born from events which shake societies to their roots. Although most revolutions and assassinations merely produce many thousands of Yaltheas of the Lesser variety1, those that upend a particularly long-standing form of government are likely to form several Greater Yaltheas at once. It is said that with the fall of the Bourbons, the streets of Paris were overflowing with "horrid men yipping and howling, their long, splotchy tongues dangling [to their] knees." This variety of Yalthea is of a far more rapacious appetite, only finding adequate sustenance in the creation of widespread chaos. The more cunning among the Greater Yalthea often use their mutable forms to their advantage, sowing distrust on top of distrust, until each man is at his brother's throat. One particularly cunning Yalthea, known only as Louis, overcame his kind's natural disinclination towards order and received a commission as a tribunal judge in the People's Revolutionary Court, whereupon he is recounted to have sentenced many thousands to death for crimes uncommitted, while pardoning many thousands more upon a whim. Given the general viciousness of such upheavals that spawn the Greater Yalthea, it may be some time before their activities are brought to account.

Yaltheas have no fixed appearance. Although each has an initial form while it first comes into existence, to ask about a Yalthea's first form is considered exceedingly rude. While, if concentrating, they can hold a form indefinitely, they find this to be a highly unpleasant sensation. Most forms of the beasts incorporate aspects from nature, such as dogs, deer, or grass. However, with the rise of the city as the center of the world of man, many have begun to incorporate bits of the urban environment into the visage, appearing with a window for a mouth, or steel cables for arms. These changes in are involuntary, and the Yalthea are largely unable, and indeed, unwilling, to control them. Despite their variable appearance, all Yalthea in all forms have a mouth, of one kind or another. The opening of this mouth will reveal a long pink tongue with a large blue mark upon it. The meaning of this characteristic is not as yet understood. The Yalthea detest the sound of clocks, and will flee it whenever possible. They also dislike the scent of honeysuckle; this may be used in securing an agreement with a Yalthea2

A brief note: Despite the description, it should not be taken that the Yalthea, Greater or Lesser, are creatures of evil. They are just as likely to save a good man as to condemn him, and their notion of the world holds no room for good and wicked deeds. They are merely upheaval given flesh; to condemn them as wicked for their actions is as absurd as condemning the wolf for its killing of sheep.


Footnotes

1. To the point that the more metaphysically sensitive find it useful to carry with them a silver-lined umbrella for as long as the event is ongoing

2. Bargaining with a Yalthea is generally considered an unwise choice, reserved for only the foolish and desperate. They are notorious oathbreakers, although it should be noted that they are just as uninterested in pursuing what is owed to them as they are in procuring what they owe.





  
    
      Journal of the Walk

      As best as is known, this Journal is still currently being updated remotely by its author. The author remains anonymous, but recounts his travels throughout what seem to be places in reality.

    

  
    Very Strong



The Journal of the Walk, Wednesday, September 23rd

I was walking for two hours today before the change turning came. With a bit of effort, I managed to point myself to the forest. It seems harder to reach this time of year. Maybe it's the changing of the leaves.

I was on a small trail, and the light was filtered through the red and orange oak leaves far above me. There were birds singing, and I relaxed a bit. The birds are wiser than men, and know when it's safe to sing.

I had gone only several steps before I noticed the signs. There were deep marks in the treetrunks, made by claws and teeth. Spiderwebs big enough to catch deer stretched from tree to tree off the path. I was in the deep woods. I would need to tread carefully until the turning came again.

I carefully stayed on the path. My friends in the shadows say the paths are safer, and offer some protection from misfortune. I don't know about that, but I know I can run more easily along a beaten path than through the underbrush.

I walked slowly, for nearly an hour, before I heard a low sighing up ahead. It sounded like a great beast, like an elephant or a rhinoceros, but different. More human.

I considered turning back, but the birds were still singing, and I've never gone wrong in trusting their judgement. I moved forward.

There was a man walking along the path toward me. No, a giant. He stood as tall as two men, and his grip could have fully encircled my waist. His head was shaggy, and his eyes were mournful. He looked down at me through unwashed bangs. "Will you sit with me?" he asked.

I agreed, deciding it was best to be polite. I don't make it a point to annoy strangers, especially powerful ones. He took a dried and salted haunch of venison from his pouch and tore a piece off for me. It was tough, but I hadn't eaten in a day. I took it gratefully.

The huge man looked so sad, I asked if he were well.

"I am well. I'm very strong," the large man said. I thought he was merely boasting.

"Why are you in the deep woods?" I asked. "Aren't you afraid the creatures here might try to hurt you?"

"No. Some try, but they have not hurt me. I came here for the monsters. It was many years ago," said the large man. "I was younger then. But I was very strong."

I managed not to roll my eyes.

The large man sat down on the ground, cross-legged. "I was walking through the world, looking to see what I could do. I helped people. I could help them because I was strong.

"One day, I found several houses. In the houses people lived. They were good people, but they were not so strong as I. I helped them. I stacked firewood for them. I made a bridge. I lifted rocks from their garden. It was good. I was good, because I was strong.

"I played with the children. I loved them best, and they loved me. I carried them on my shoulders, and lifted them to the trees. I was careful to be gentle with them, for I am very strong.

"Then the bandits came. They were many, and they were strong. Not like me, but strong. And many. They were so many." The large man held his hands out wide.

"I ran to meet them. For I was strong. I fought them. They stabbed me with swords, but I was strong, and I did not die. I hit them, and they did die. But they were many, and not all were fighting me. When I finished, the village folk were dead. The children were dead. I did not die. I am very strong.

"I followed the bandits as they left. I fought them again, and again. Many died. I did not die. I found where they had lived, and I fought them there. They all died there. I did not die.

"I looked for other bandits. More powerful bandits. I fought them. They shot me with arrows. They stuck me with spears. I did not die. I am very strong.

"I fought the strongest bandits in the land. Many died. I did not die. I am very strong.

"There were no bandits left who were strong. So I went to where there was a wicked king. I fought his soldiers. They had guns and cannons, and they shot me. I did not die. I am very strong.

"I killed the king and all his armies. I was called a hero. I left. I found an ogre. He was strong. He hit me with his club. I did not die. I am very strong.

"I killed the ogre. I found a dragon. The dragon was strong, and had armor, and fire breath besides. He raked me with his claws and burnt me with his breath. I did not die. I am very strong.

"I killed the dragon. I found where there were more monsters. I fought the monsters. I did not die. I am very strong.

"I went where the monsters came from. I have been here for many years now. I have fought many monsters. I have fought many men. None have killed me. I am very strong."

He reached up and took a branch as thick as a horse. He broke it in one hand. "I am very strong," he repeated. "So very, very strong. And very, very tired."

He stopped speaking, and I said nothing for a time. Then I thanked him for his food, and said that I hoped he would rest soon. He smiled sadly back to me, and that was how I left him, sitting by the side of the road.



  
    Red Bark



The Journal of the Walk, Saturday, October 8th

Yesterday, I saw the end of the world.

I had been walking several days without rest when I came upon a small village of four or five buildings. Some of the streets were laid out in a strange way, some dead-ending suddenly, some continuing far off into the horizon, others going straight up into the sky. The buildings were no less strange. Some had large sections of wall cut away, leaving the interiors open to the world. Some seemed to stretch into infinity. Only a small bit of the village looked the way most villages do.

The streets were completely empty, so I went to one of the houses and knocked on the door. A small middle-aged woman with mousy brown hair answered the door. I said who I was and asked if I could stay the night.

"You can come in," she said, "I was just putting on the soup."

She let me in and bade me sit by the fire in the center of the house, over which sat a bubbling cauldron of stew. Also sitting were a heavy-set man looking intently at the fire and two dirty-faced boys who stared at me with undisguised amazement. I asked about the village and its layout. The boys' eyes lit up.

"This is the place where the gods stopped building," she answered.

"God," the man interjected, not raising his gaze from the fire. If she heard him, she gave no indication.

"The world keeps on going, though. It just can't support the weight of creation. Creation just doesn't know what to do when it reaches this place. When my parents came here, I was a little girl. We were following a sign from the gods-"

"God," the man corrected again. The woman began to stir the stew.

"-which led us to this place. There were twelve families then. Even when we first came from the east, we knew that there was something off about this place. Trees hung down from fields in the sky. Mountains high as anything and thin as parchment ended suddenly. Rivers full of leaves that flowed like water. We thought it was odd, but we built anyway."

"It took us just a few days to build the houses. It couldn't have been more than a week when some started to stretch or disintegrate or change. Half of the families left immediately. They said this was a place of evil spirits and devils. One of the families went to the west, saying that we had not gone far enough, and that to the west laid to the realm of the spirits. We never saw them again."

"The ones who stayed in the strange houses began to change. I can tell you about it later, but it's not something to talk about during a meal," she said as she began to ladle the soup into bowls. The boys looked disappointed.

"After a few years, those of us who remained found out where the world was the world and where it wasn't. We worked out the edges of creation and planted the seeds of trees with red bark along the edges. Over time, the others got sick or went mad or just gave up and died. Now we're the only ones remaining."

I asked her why they didn't move somewhere else.

"They have not showed us the way. When the gods-"

"God."

"-show us the path, we shall follow it. Until the day they see fit to guide us, we wait and serve them as best we can. Amen."

"Amen," the man and boys repeated in unison, their heads bowed.

The soup was ready then, and we all ate. The rest of the night passed quickly and without incident. At daybreak, I thanked the family and gave them a gold coin. I set out through a forest road, making sure to to keep a red-barked tree in sight at all times. It is only now, taking a rest, that I realize that the woman never said what happened to the changed people. I can only hope I never learn.



  
    The Queen Of The Waste





The Journal of the Walk, Tuesday, December 9th
After three weeks of trekking through frost-bitten plains, today I came upon a vast forest, still humming with green life. From within, I heard the calls of a hundred creatures, humming, chirping, screeching. The sound the woods made was almost hateful in its fullness, mocking the barren yellow plains through which I had just passed.

I considered attempting to pass around it, to avoid whatever things may have dwelled within. But I remembered that as I first came upon it, that the green seemed to reach to the horizons. I looked at the black clouds following closely on my tail, and chose to brave the forest rather than risk being caught in another storm. As I entered, I noticed that it became much warmer. Going from biting winter winds to lazy spring air in an instant is a disconcerting feeling.

I made my way through the woods, but it was slow going. There was no trail of any sort, and the trees grew closely together. Between the trees were strewn thick vines and biting thorns. The forest seemed to have gone out of its way to be impenetrable.

As I struggled through the obstacles of the forest, a large assembly of birds gathered in the trees above to watch me. They sang, and it seemed as though the canopy was alive with harsh laughter at my difficulties.

I made my way through for several hours, when I came upon a clearing. Eager for a chance to rest, I rushed towards it. It was not until I was within that I noticed a woman standing in the clearing as well. It was plain to see that she had once been a woman of status. Her clothing was of fine silk, but had become tattered and torn. The few pearls that still clung to her dress hinted at once intricate designs. She sat upon the ruins of a fine throne.

I greeted her and asked who she was. She replied that she was the Queen of Kibuzan. I confessed that I had never heard of such a place, and asked her where it was. "It is here," she replied. I noticed that the birds had grown silent.

"When I came here with my fellows, many, many years ago, this was a forest, as it is now. But then, it was much smaller, much less malign. We had been traveling for some time, and chose to found a kingdom near the forest. I was chosen as queen, and we built a wall around the kingdom, stopping at the edge of the forest. The trees were so thick that it was declared waste land."

She began to pace around the clearing. "In time, Kibuzan grew and became a thriving kingdom. We outgrew the walls in all directions, and soon my domain reached to the horizons. But still, we did not build in the forest.

"After many hundreds of years, we reached our limits, our kingdom having reached the boundaries of other states in all directions. But still our population grew. There was nothing left to do but to build in the wasteland. We cut down its trees to build our homes, and to fuel our lives, and for a time all was well.

"But within a few months, the forest began to return. Overnight, families would find ancient trees, the planks of which formed their very homes, standing in front of their homes once more. Vines began to encroach upon the city wall; we could not uproot them quickly enough.

"If the forest could not live with us, then it could not live. So I ordered the forest burnt and the ground salted."

She gave a sad laugh. "The forest did not care for that. Within hours, the trees had grown back, greater than before. The woods expanded, and within days, the entire kingdom had been consumed.

"My subjects have all abandoned me, leaving soon after the forest overgrew Kibuzan. Most left the forest, some died in the attempt. I am the only one who remains."

I asked her why she did not leave. Silently, she moved to the edge of the clearing. As she neared, the trees edging the clearing seemed to grow thicker, finally blocking her way altogether as she reached the edge. She moved side to side, and the thickness somehow followed her, making a rustling that sounded almost threatening.

"That is why I remain. Because the forest, this wasteland, wishes me to."

I nodded, and not knowing what else to say, offered her a piece of bread. She accepted and we ate in silence. After a time, I got up and said that I had to be going. I told her I wished her luck, and hoped that one day she might reclaim her kingdom. She said nothing, but moved to the opposite end of the clearing. The trees grew thinner on my end, and I passed through with little difficulty.
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    Into Each Life Some Rain Must Fall.






The mountain was a dry, endless pile of rocks tufted with yellow grass and dying shrubs. I reached a flat area and was grateful for the respite. After catching my breath, I noticed a gray whale sprawled on the other side of this plateau. I was somewhat surprised. I had once seen whales swimming in the ocean, but as far as I knew it was unusual to come across one in the mountains.

I drew closer and I saw that it was a twisted, shapeless empty hulk with soot-rimmed eye sockets. I realized it was not a beast, but a construction that bore the mark of human hands. Here and there I could discern various emblems: the skull of a horned beast, an eagle grasping something or other. Also an esoteric sigil, similar to a pentagram, but with a three-pointed star inside the circle. The word ''shipwreck'' came to my mind. The illusion was reinforced by the mountain range down below; a raging ocean frozen in time. I wondered how an iron galley could even exist, and why it would end up wrecked on this dry plateau.

I discovered a row of three cairns, each of them topped with an oddly shaped metal bowl. The presence of these graves meant that there must still be stranded survivors somewhere, but I never found any trace of them. I sat down on a rock and spent some time drawing pictures of this scene, all the while marvelling at the unexpected wonders that could be discovered even in such deserted places.

Not too long after that I finally reached the crest and there was nowhere else to go. Unlike its barren slopes, the peak of the mountain was covered with vegetation. A round stone tower was standing in dense bushes, attended by gigantic trees. Their twisted limbs were reaching into a canopy of dark clouds above my head.

I looked around and surveyed whatever might be surveyed from here. This was truly the top of the world. The air was so pure that sight carried for an infinite distance. All around me, I could see vistas from the most remote parts of the universe. On my left, at an inconceivable distance, was a ghost city. Crumbling minarets half buried in dunes of sand. Squinting, I had the impression that these dunes were not sand at all, but titanic mountains of skulls. Much closer on my right, probably less than a million leagues away, greasy shadows were dripping on a hill studded with standing stones. I caught glimpses of many other countries but refused to look further.

I felt something nuzzling at my ankle and I looked down. It was an adorable little pig, pink with a pair of wings. I was happy to find a friend to talk to after all this time alone. ''You are the first living creature I meet on these mountains. So… tell me, are you the dread guardian of yonder tower?'' The pig did not reply, but I heard some oinking sounds and I noticed a large wooden coop surrounded by a group of similar creatures.


Suddenly, I realized that I was tingling with electricity. Even before I saw her, I was conscious of standing in the presence of something unique. A woman was walking toward me. Her hair shone with that special golden light of a sunset filtering through the clouds. She was a tall, strong and well fed woman. It was obvious that her little pigs must be very nourishing. She walked toward me and her movement filled the air like a music played by a perfectly tuned viola. Her white dress fluttered on her plump shape, so light that it seemed the wind would disperse it at any moment.

I looked into her ancient eyes, gentle and soothing like a fine summer drizzle. No mortal human has eyes like those. I looked up again at the trees and understood in one instant what they were. I could picture in springtime the dewdrop sprouting slowly on the branches. Leafs of mists would unfold and expand until the branches were lost in a foliage of white fluffy clouds. Presently, it was late autumn and their foliage was heavy and black, laden with angry fruits of lightning. The brushing of the foliage boomed with thunder. Leafs began to fall one by one, then faster until I was starting to get drenched.

When I looked down once again, the woman was nowhere to be seen. For lack of anything else to do, I walked to the tower. It was much smaller than I first thought and I had to crawl on all fours to get in. The interior was exiguous and windowless, the roof so low that one had no choice but to kneel or sit. Crawling vines wandered along the stone walls, trailing chains of tiny multicolored flowers. I noticed with wonder that these flowers were luminescent, perfuming the room with a gentle glow. She sat in the center and smiled at me, seeming to ask what took me so long.

The stormed lasted for quite a while.

Afterwards, she snuggled and burrowed her head against my shoulder. She spoke to me in her little voice, chirping softly in an unknown language that I understood nonetheless. I knew that I would remember the music of her words long after their meaning had evaporated. I gave to her my useless secrets, whatever little wisdom I had left. It was a communion where speech was simply the vessel of something divine. Windows bloomed into the wall and we could now see the cloudless night sky. Distant planets glided casually, observing us with false nonchalance.

In the morning the world felt new and clean. The trees were bare but the mountain was now covered with green grass and frisky little plants. I waved at the pigs and started the long journey downward.
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    Hips of Fools






I only have vague memories of my time spent on that moon. I was working on an acacia at the time; that much I recall. It was the only piece of living vegetation on the whole moon and I was feeling quite pleased with it given the circumstances. It didn't have as many leafs as I would have wished, but the thorns were a real beauty.

When it happened I was working and thinking about nothing much. I was startled by the sudden silence of about forty-five people holding their breath in anticipation. Gradually, I began to hear a sort of rhythmic glinglinging sound. The undulating shape of a dancer shimmered just in front of me, and I heard an excited voice: ''Aaaaaand here it comes! Are you ready ladies and gentlemen?'' The next instant I was surrounded by strange people sitting in small groups at fancy little tables. They looked around in awe for a moment and then started clapping and cheering excitedly.

The dancer finished her routine and bowed. A short fat man with a mustache was addressing the audience cheerfully. ''Behold, ladies and gentlemen! Thanks to the delightful Ks'shs, you have the privilege of being the only ones in a billion years to contemplate this alien and extravagant landscape. Let's give her a good hand, ladies and gentlemen. Ah, and here we have a… local artisan! What is your name my good man?

I spent a while telling the people about my acacia. I explained my methods of asymmetrical trimming, the poignancy of imperfections and the challenge of obtaining the right kind of fertilizer in this location. The people took turn standing next to me and my tree, and manifested great pleasure while their companions released sudden bursts of light from hand-held contraptions. I thanked them for their effort, but explained that it was unnecessary. My acacia had plenty of light already, but it could use a bit a water from their decanter if they could spare some.

All the while, the dancer observed us unblinkingly with her yellow eyes. She was now reclining languidly on a pile of cushions and smoking something that smelled strongly of phenol from a hookah. Later that day, we would be having coffee at the Star Box caravanserai near Kidi Khartoon and she would tell me about herself and about the magic of her dancing. The swaying of her hips could gently brush aside the laws of physic and allow her to move through the layers of reality as sleekly as a snake swishing through silken bedsheets. It was something to do with waveforms and making quantum probabilities roll over, sit and beg. She would recount the time long ago when she was captured by the loathsome Kgh who wished to harness her talents as a drive engine for their trans-dimensional freighters. It turned out not too good for the Kgh when someone neglected to reinforce the chickens used to bind her will to their nefarious scheme. Recently she had been working as a cabaret number for an establishment offering gastronomic sightseeing experiences for tourists.

The great planet and its belts of multicolored rings was starting its majestic rise over the horizon. With many enthusiastic cries, the little master of ceremony led the people up a nearby rock formation to get a better view of this phenomenon. Only the dancer remained. Before I could ask her for some water for my acacia, she stood up and stretched with a grunt of exasperation. ''That's it; I can't stand these morons anymore! I'm out of here. Can I drop you anywhere?''

When I asked her about the other people, she smiled genially. ''They can find their own way back.'' I looked down at my little acacia. Its thorns were rather pitiful compared to the smile of the dancer. I felt a pang of guilt at the thought of abandoning my work but, to be honest, I didn't think it would have turned out very well anyway.
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      Book of Long Shadows

      A collection of anonymous works complied by an unknown editor, mainly composed of rhyming poems expressing human misery. Several sections are prefaced with a warning not to read the poems within out loud. Every midwinter at sunset several new pages with poems are added to the book.

    

  
    Sunset



Tick goes the clock.

Sky’s turning red.

Plop goes the rain on the roof overhead.

Splash go their boots.

Marching so hard.

Seen through the crack of a window that’s barred.

Down goes the sun.

On comes the flood.

Ultimate rays turn the rain into blood.

Glint goes the steel.

Passing so near.

Click and then bang go the sceptres of fear.

Splash is the sound

Made by the fall.

Nary a scream for the end of it all.

Blood flows away,

Scouring the street.

This is the emblem for freedom’s defeat.

- etched into a door-frame in a West German ghetto.



  
    Smile



I smile because it hurts to frown.

I laugh because it hurts to cry.

And now if I refuse to speak

It’s just because it hurts to lie.

I smile and it’s a work of art.

I laugh and it’s soliloquy.

My words and all my meanings too

Are improvised as comedy.

I smile but no one’s watching me.

I laugh but cannot hear my voice.

And looking out from emptiness

I lack the strength to make a choice.

I smile and I’m aware it hurts

I laugh and it’s my laugh that lies.

Alone and in my smiling trap,

I smile and yet my smile cries.

- written on the mirror in the bathroom of an expensive New York hotel.



  
    Rain





not to be read aloud
It rained the woe begotten day

The winds brought sails of black to shore,

Much like the winds that howl today

And rain that beats against the door

Still broken from the horrid force,

The cracking wood, the angry roar,

Of men who came with club and horse

To take whate’re, whoe’re they please

And in their wake leave red remorse

That, drying in the gentle breeze

Turned crusted brown by light of day,

Dissolved, and ran into the seas.

So now with all my heart I pray

For rain to wash this world away.

- recovered from a notebook several miles offshore.



  
    Words



Beseech the words be kind, as once they were;

They smile and in their thudding pace depart.

The long delay has dried the wells of art,

Made all hope of continuing unsure.

The blood is silence thundering in the ears,

The ticking fan a most relieving noise —

Welcome distraction from the lack of voice

That plagued a failing brain so many years:

Alone, the inspiration lost and gone,

Procrastination triumphing at last,

Avenging all the hours idly passed

When opportunity, once spurned, moved on.

The Muse now knows that here she has no friend.

Her gift was paralyzed by disregard.

In righteous scorn she makes the easy hard,

And leaves a story flailing for its end.

No words will help, no end will come, and soon

Despair will enter in, with feline stealth;

Alas, these ashes of artistic wealth —

An author's desolation 'neath the moon.

— found in the living room of a suicide in Seattle, Washington, written in a hand not his own



  
    A Memory




In dusky halls forgot by time

sit men and women, poised and fine

each claims a throne with titles marked

and cries in sadness to the dark

All those who find these marbled halls

are haunted by their hollow calls:

I am the Memory of Trees

ere long scorched earth began to freeze

left charred by industry and war

now scattered ashes, nothing more

I am the Memory of Tide

ere wave was stilled and current died

These rivers, streams; now, clotted veins

to dried up seas where wasteland reigns

I am the Memory of Soil

ere ground was bathed in fire and oil

The smold'ring ash in fields of old

that flecked the world as it turned cold

I am the Memory of Light

ere mankind wrought this constant night

our darkness scattered cross the skies

where no sun sets and no bird flies

I am the Memory of Awe

ere man regressed to tooth and claw

History, artwork, culture: lost

and now, long since, we bear the cost

I am the Memory of Peace

ere silence drowned in gears and grease

The engines hum and clang and cough!

but we all die should they turn off

We are the Memory of Life

before our world was rent by strife

the Earth is still and nothing's left

while we, the damned, are cheating death

we memories, all that remain

lest man forget who wrought his shame





  
    Hush



Mirrors shine within the moon

Wreathed by wisps of darkened mists

Scratched and scarred by shreds of clouds

Shadowed solitude persists

Softly treading, stealthily sheer

This fantasy drifts and soars

One who stops to see this sight

Recalls no tears, no nevermores

Rooted fast, by vision’s dance

Long-lost vows and promises

Whispers of a selfsame peace

It preys on where wishes live

Souls who seek this sky-born lie

Sleep in stone, devoid of light

Someday soon they’ll cease to stand

Shattered in the dead of night

Desire drives their gaze to stay

Enshrouded in their endless flight

It is not worth the price they pay

These poor lost souls seeking respite

So search the skies and turn away

Until the false promise is past

Should you be sorely tempted yet

Remember this—dreams never last.

- recovered from the sands of the Mojave Desert



  
    All Hallows



A sweet and gentle melancholy

sweeps the air around the skies

worries lost, tales of folly

laced with soft, whispered replies

We did not seek to live anew

simply escape this world awhile

don our masks, take our cue

to drown our woes in painted smiles

Tomorrow comes as tomorrow will

the time again to change one’s name

the memories remain here still

in the end, we were the same

We all sought these simple lies

to be someone that we were not

laugh fragile laughs as midnight dies

we fade, we dream, we never forgot.

- recovered from an abandoned storage shed in Napa Valley



  
    What is Love?



To brew a charm of passion pure

perhaps also a heartache cure

pick stems of sage where flowers grow

stir in two cups of fallen snow

Steep in extract of lemon tree

with lotus root and stir slowly

add seaweed gathered at high tide

boil it slow and set aside

Blackberries ripened in full sun

for best results, add only one

an ounce of fresh cinnamon sticks

crush and add to the other mix

Two petals of a dark red rose

salt of the sands where sea wind blows

from the belov’d, a strand of hair

from their lover, a breath of air

A serpent’s claw and dragon scale

hornet’s sting and butterfly tail

feather of angels high above

poor fool, you thought you could brew love?

- discovered in an otherwise blank book found in a condemned greenhouse



  
    Warble



We

Plead out, unto the hillsides.

See

Through our screaming, silent eyes.

Hope,

Only for those who’ve enraged

Bad

Men with guns and rocks and

Cut

Through the filthy tendon.

Flesh

Clinging with malice, to our

Bones;

Aching, jagged, solid things.

Why

Can’t you soothe our tearing skins?

Our

Wings are mangled, broken;

Please,

Take the fire, stoke and

Hear

The song, the crying magpie.

Burn

Us, so we may finally



  
    The Bee



There was a time,

when I was younger,

when I would stand

oh so still

don’t move or you’ll scare it,

don’t scare it or it will sting you,

but if you don’t

it won’t

so don’t be afraid,

and it would leave the loud boys,

the boys who’d been chasing it,

little monster that it was,

little monster with a sword,

it would kill you soon as look at you,

it the knight and they the many headed dragon,

and come upon me

be still

and land

be safe

on me

be fearless

and up come the boys

and there I am,

standing alone in the trees, girl and bee.

And boys, until they leave.



  
    Fugue State





There are so many

beautiful things

in this world,

and that, perhaps,

is why I stay,

why I don't take my body

and float away

in search of a less complicated

place, a happier, more peaceful

land. In all the complexity

and conflict

is a gripping beauty.
I must get you,

I fear, when you

are in a sort

of a fugue state,

for only then

will I convince you

to watch as the birdsongs

begin at six in the morning,

to smell the sun

as it rises gently,

to hear the fresh

dew that soaks

persistently

through your sneakers,

socks,

and skin

instead of drowning it

all out

with the harsh,

artificial awareness

of your morning coffee.

If, one day,

you walk into our room

and find me crazed,

trying hopelessly to explain

to you

how I am the pen,

or paper,

or perhaps it is

the letters of ink

that I identify myself with,

I am,

I am,

I am;

after you check me

into the nut house,

after you

so considerately

see me settled

into my new room,

after you

are comfortable

leaving me with the nurses—

you assure yourself

you're assuring yourself

you can trust them,

although deep down

you already did,

because this is their job—

after all that,

take this me,

the old me

out to lunch

and tell me the story.

It would make me smile,

but I probably won't laugh:

I won't be the least surprised.

Because while I sit here with you,

riding in the car,

leaning against the window

and looking out—

I tell you

I'm a little carsick

and don't really

want to talk—

my mind is dancing rings

around our tiny auto

leagues wide;

I am here

and so very far

away there,

straddling

what you've defined

as a fugue state,

waiting for my sanity

to catch up

with my mind.



  
    A Frightened Mother's Lovesong



In dreams

I am    dying.

When I

awake,

it’s left me   bruised        all

                   down

                     my

                   spine.

My girl is crying.

We are

             blessedly

                        alone.

        The ocean waves lap against

the stilts,

        shlop,     shlop,     shlop,

and out my window

 all I see is the sea. There is

no shore today,

 only the rolling, ever moving tide,

washing our feet

 in its cleansing waters.

My heart

 swells,

for the first time

 in a long time

 full and unbroken

 in God.

 (amen.)



  
    A Prayer to Futility




You are the sobbing struggle of a star as it decays to red and consumes its offspring.

You are in marriage inescapable and love unrequited.

You are a dormant desert shrimp, waiting for rain that never comes.

You are the blind father in a gallery of his child's paintings.

You are the rain that cries out as it tries to avoid the Earth.

You are a honeybee that has stung but wants to live.

You are in the rusted engine of an abandoned Charger.

You are a parasite that longs for independence.

You are within the soundless scream of a drowning man.

You are the black hole that does not want to want.

You are a book in a world without language.

You are a hermit in a panopticon.

You are the scream of a pacifist bullet.

You are a mind without agency.

You are the god of atheists.

You are a slave to freedom.

You are a fall without end.

You are a flame without fuel.

You are a nomad in chains.

You are a numb masochist.

You are ice on the sun.

You are nostalgia.

You are regret.

I know.



The weik of Mataiotés.



  
    Splinter





Find a splinter in your eye, when you die; just a slice

slithers deep inside your mind, where it pries, makes a find.

From the ashes pulls your soul, black like coal; it is broke

and the edges make a hole, empty zone, nothing left.
The splinter then begins its work.

With twitching blades and claws it burns,

tears into soul and steals its worth,

ripping through the spirit's life

The angels come. They want your soul.

There is none. The angels go.

The demons come. They want it too.

The demons leave. The splinter laughs.

Soon your history will leave, gone to worlds of lost belief.

When you think of family, know that they won't even grieve.

Your old friends will never weep, it will not disturb their sleep.

They are lost in other things, they know not yet the splinter.



  
    Avoiding Predation



I don an alien.

Yards of rusty, faux suede were sacrificed to it.

Fake bronze buttons hastily sewn, or nailed, into it.

Rests on my shoulders like some large, long tailed cat.

No, not a cat, like membranous, oxidized wings.

I wear the coat out, in public.

It tries to live a second life as a sail.

The hematite hue is bright against the snow, the black coats.

A scarf, a snake with green and orange stripes coils about my neck

and dangles in garish solidarity.

I expected to be a target, no, a neon sign.

Instead it’s strangely admonitory, the color of poison, the poisonous.

No, one says a thing.

Wonder then if I am batesian or mullarian,

a poser, or legitimate?

An octopus or a bumblebee?



  
    Don't Exist: A Sestina to a Fossil




Don't Exist: A Sestina to a Fossil

In the painlessness haze of opium

Mary lay in bed staring at a lithograph on

the floor. A plesiosaur skeleton. Once hers. Now nailed to the wall

of a museum. The cold crept through her blanket

slithering through the closed windows. And Amon

was there among the forgotten curios.

He stood there a curiosity among curiosities

The knickknacks collected dust. Maybe it was just the opium.

Lovingly scanning the empty shells and skulls Amon

said “This is a lovely find.” She kept on

as she was, still curled under the blanket,

infantile. “There’s nothing there,” she said, “Just the creaking of the wall.

Just the creaking of the wall and the wail

of March's winds,” The museum empty of its prizes. The curator

remained; she clutched the blanket

as her life ebbed out, soothed by the tincture of opium’s

quiet numbness. She remembered the plesiosaur found on

the sea shore among the ammonites.

She looked at the man again. He grew curled ram’s horns. Amon

knelt down beside her. “All of your life you chipped at a wall,

poor woman, never stopping.” What is he on

about? She thought in the haze. My life’s work has been a curiosity

for the gentry and gossipers. They used me. The tincture of opium

sat on the table, reflecting the dunes of blanket.

“Don’t think like that. The animals that blanketed

the old Earth with their remains will be remembered,” Amon

said, “The diggers remembered in myth,” Her heart slowed its oscillations,

calming her tumor-nestled chest. The dead sat on the wall

staring down at their captor who would join them before cure

or treatment. "Don’t taunt a dying woman, you’re having me on."

He turned away. The horns on

his head disrupted the dust blanketing

the shelves. Hundreds of unsold crusts

and coprolites sat clean. Seeking amnesty

for grave robbing she sighed. Her eyes walled

shut. Where is that opium?

Ammonites are cured on the bottoms of shallow seas and become Amon.

A woman sells seashells on the seashore and runs into a wall.

The neighbors come, remark on the opium and wrap her in final blankets






"She sells seashells by the seashore.

The shells she sells are surely seashells.

So if she sells shells on the seashore,

I'm sure she sells seashore shells."

People in nursery rhymes don't exist. Did they ever?





  
    We've Seen Their Kind Before





A daemon wanders in these ancient halls,

its skin of flame and mind of mem'ries full:

of cities burn'd and men who fell and cried

and gods who fought and gods who died, and gods

who stared with tired eyes. Books on floors, torn

and lives and stories, lost. Great things are gone.
Gone.

For within these halls, a daemon wandered;

his form of many, thinking thoughts: of ghosts

he made and what he is, a concept formed

and then forgot. Delivered unto men

of life, to which was brought the daemon's thoughts

to be forever born, forever born.

Born.

A stranger wanders in these ancient halls,

his ev'ry thought of heaven's beauty fall'n.

'Hind stand knights and snakes of limb, with will to

allow the fire's feast on words and worlds

and blessed things. And as the smoke begins

to rise, the monsters laugh, while wonder dies.



  
    The Dead Thing



The dead thing rests in the box made of dead trees

Surrounded by dead dirt, source for worm feed

Bird eats worm pulled from the earth squirming

flies away shot sliced seasoned burning

goes to the stomach stops live things' yearning.

Reptile moves through the jungles of the past,

comet impact puts an end to all that.

Million years pass, and its dug up for the class,

shown to New Yorkers, persuaded into gas,

inspires the children but still longs for ancient grass.

Kid gets shot for a pile of rotting plants.

Investigation ends with culprit's cuffed hands.

Jury bans killer from normal men's lands.

Trapped in a cage, only felons for friends,

when he gets out he can do it again.

Have some bad meat, make your stomach go squeeze.

Lay in bed for weeks with vicious disease.

Your insides are something no insect would eat.

Rupturing skin, no pore doesn't bleed.

And you finally rest in the box made of dead trees.



  
    Mixed Metaphors



I looked for you today

in the treeline from my window

in the path over the brook

in the hill where the water gurgles over the rocks

in the glade where a deer leapt away from me

and I saw you everywhere

but I couldn't find you

She thought of him, sleeping under the stars.

Then she thought of how he really slept, under a roof, in a bed far from her home.

What was he afraid of?
thought Susurrus-of-Leaves.

Why did he build walls between them?

Why did he sleep alone?

You were on my mind all day during work

your hair, like waving branches

your skin, smooth and rough and tanned

the two cherry petals your lips

I went into the woods again

and felt you everywhere

but I couldn't see you

She had been watching him since he was young

when he first sat down in that empty field.

She was younger, too, but he could barely survive on his own.

He had come to her, hungry,

picking at branches, sinking his teeth.

Later, he had returned, healthy enough to carry an axe,

and he took his fill of lumber.

When next he came to her, he had a gun in his hands,

and ripped away meat.

Now his skin was sullen and coarse.

His frame was tall and straight, but sturdy.

He smelled like wet dust.

His eyes were like lamplights

and sometimes she could see the machinery turning away behind them.

He was the kid she had known

except now he was beginning to miss her.

She would still give him anything

but she could never understand what he wanted.

Why can I never reach you

Is it my job that's keeping it away

I'll give it up

My home

They can keep it

My money

The clothes on my back

I'll toss them into the river

But nothing would happen

like the ecru man said

The bugs would gnaw at me

as I waited to sleep alone

She remembered watching him lie down in the field,

taking deep breaths of the fall air.

Slowly, under the sun,

he stretched out his arms and legs,

like he was making an angel in the dirt.

Eventually he stretched out so far that he

reached her,

and then crowded her out.

She had to back away as he brushed her aside.

Has he outgrown me?
she had asked the ecru man
who could only sigh with pity.

They never stopped growing,

but they never grew any closer.

I'm sick of looking.

I'm sick of your breath on my cheek

like the warm breeze

I'm sick of your arms outstretched

like branches

I'm sick of your eyes

puddles of rainwater

bright and clear

I'm sick of seeing you everywhere

and never feeling you

The ecru man had a lot of questions.

He seemed to flit in and out,

like a butterfly's wings,

so sometimes he had trouble hearing her answers.

He talked to her lost companion,

but when she asked what he said,

or how he felt,

the ecru man couldn't tell her.

He said it would be like explaining "up" to a square.

She became enraged, rancorous,

wrathful,

and asked what he expected to do with her pain.

He said there was nothing he could do for either of them.

They were too caught up in allegory.

She still wonders what he stands for.

He still wonders what she means.
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    Field of Sighs



There is a field of flowers

Within a meadow bright

Sometimes one hears them singing,

These blooms of golden light.

They live and thrive, remain, endure,

The air is sweeter here.

Weary traveler, welcome back,

They whisper, yearning soft

Knowing stories, sharing sighs

As they hold their song aloft

The wind is sweeter here.

Ease your burdens, last with us

Let go of ungrasped empty days

No more fear-stained wavering steps

Remain here where contentment stays

The life is sweeter here.

We have known your fears, your pains

Your old heartaches, your long-lost smiles

Your loneliness, your shattered dreams

Come lay your sorrows down awhile.

The dream is sweeter here.

Join our song, they murmur,

Rest with us, sing with us,

No more lost half-heartened days

Let your darkness ring with us—

The end is sweeter here.

- written on a scroll discovered in a grassy field of wildflowers



  
    Vladimir Stane





There was once a small boy named Vladimir Stane,

he lived in house across from Sycamore lane,

he just couldn't fall asleep, with the pattering of the rain,

so he lay in his bed till the Ol' Biglio came.
Ol' Biglio came, Ol' Biglio crept,

like a cryptic, vile, criminal, Vlad's covers he swept,

now awake and cold Vladimir leapt,

with all this noise how could he have slept?

Ol' Biglio peered and gave Vlad quite a scare,

his gangly, fleshy limbs, how his bones just lay bare,

his eyes shone like hellfire, he had maggots for hair,

but his breath smelled of peaches, quite dandy and fair.

He beckoned young Vlad down into his lair,

and to Vlad's surprise under his bed were some stairs,

he crawled underneath, when he heard a fanfare,

and he saw the beasts of Hades dancing, in lace underwear.



  
    Written in Leaves



There is a tree with mystic leaves that appears every once in a while.

Some say it looks like an oak, grand and majestic, others say that it resembles a graceful willow, yet still others claim it could only be a birch tree, cloaked in pure white bark.

Despite the deviations in the descriptions, the accounts and whispers all acknowledge one thing as true: the tree possesses leaves that shine with the brilliance of rainbows.

Those who have seen the tree from afar swear that nothing seemed unique about it.

Those who ventured closer speak of leaves that glisten like jewels, leaves that fall towards them and reveal words intertwined with the iridescent veins crisscrossing the surface.

Leaves that collapse to dust and dry earth when taken too far from the tree itself.

A select few remember the words written in the leaves, remember the wonder and curiosity that overtook them as they stared at the shimmering script and thought about the tree itself. Some remember the words years afterwards, asserting that it was not simply idle conversation, rather, it was poetry written to them, for them, only them:

The skies are clear

the clouds are sheer

nothing is here

that you should fear

the skies are clear.

The man who was given those words held a long-lived terror of the darkness. He was last seen sitting on the gnarled roots of the tree, staring into its branches. At midnight he wandered off into the shadows. A lone scrap of paper, torn from a notebook of some sort, was all that remained when morning arrived.

Oh sweet sea breeze

wrap through the trees

whisper to me

just once more please,

oh sweet sea breeze.

The woman the tree gave these words to was a widow thrice over. Three days after her meeting with the tree, she allegedly drowned in a river. No body was ever recovered, but the words were discovered in a diary left behind.

Ah, if I said I need you

what would that mean to you?

and if I said I love you

I swear it would be true

ah, if I said I need you.

The child these words were given to lost her best friend the night before the tree appeared. She spent the entire day under the branches of the tree, tying chains of flowers around the trunk, making crowns of leaves, and chanting an odd series of words. She eventually worked up the courage to climb the tree. She never climbed down.

Oh please tell me you won’t depart

our friendship is about to start

it’s simply hard to be apart

won’t you please lend me your heart?

oh please tell me you won’t depart.

The one these words were given to realized the secret of the tree, carries it to this day, and pens the words you read now. One simply cannot spend too much time in its presence, simply cannot spend too long looking into the ethereal and forgetting reality as it drowns in false words. What is the truth?

The tree is lonely. It seeks companionship, it seeks to be remembered, it seeks readers of its words.

It grows where the wandering least expect it, and flourishes only for those who walk the earth without a destination in mind. It is said to spirit away those it favors, and by the time it returns, no one remembers it, but it doesn’t mind, because new companions are always delightful.

There is a tree with mystic leaves that appears every once in a while.



  
    Are You



Silent skies and sleepy sighs

Shaky lies and shifting eyes

Are you afraid to say goodbye

Are you afraid to cut the thread?

Are you afraid the end will come

And blame will be upon your head?

Static skies and silky sighs

Softened lies and sightless eyes

Are you afraid to be apart

Are you afraid to be alone?

Are you afraid to know for sure

Your only comfort is your own?

- etched into the bark of a weeping willow tree hung with scraps of cloth



  
    Battle of the White Waves





I can remember

A beach shore, a Summer's day

Me and my kin there.
Past the Shipyards and

Down southeast, the Seaside loomed

For those who would come.

The morning was fair

Cloudless sky promised much Joy

Biting flies, less so.

A nice environ

Scrub grass, sand, ocean of course

Few other souls 'round.

The accessories

Of our stay were arranged so

My Parents could lounge.

I began to roam

As I was wont to do then

'Cross the low-tide Shore.

Came across a Fog

Near the old Prommontory

Rolling and churning.

Like waves arriving

Crashing on the rocks forthwith

Reaching to the Fort.

Named for a man of

Revolution, constructed

Twelve score years ago.

One of Conviction

Who died for Liberty, 'long

With his brave command.

And as I stood there

I observ'd the Fog and could

Almost see within.

For a moment, a snatch

Of a Man-of-War, blanch'd white

Her Crew garbed the same.

My mind could have lied

But the presence of a Fleet

I surely felt then.

Chanced a look upward

More white Men in a misty

Fortress; pale guns borne.

Roaring thunder whelmed

Cannon Shot and seeming Storm

Combined to deafen.

And I beheld the

Debarkment of ghostly Troops

Bayonets fixed.

It was at this time

A Madness overtook me

I scarper'd away.

Dared a look backwards

After a great while; naught

But Fog to see there.

I was quite Chastised

For going by my lonesome

Yet guilt I felt not.

Even if I was

Afflicted by a Vision,

I do know one thing:

The Cacophony,

The fight for our Monarchy

I shan't soon forget.



  
    Darling Jenny



A wandrin' boy, so fair a wean,

Walked by your rushy banks.

He stopped to stare at eyes so green.

You guttered out your thanks.

And oh, my darlin' Jenny, will you sing a lullaby

as your eyes draw him deeply down, so deeply?

Will they promise things like magic springs as you draw him down?

He asks your name, so sweet a boy,

you answer Jenny Greenteeth

He offers his hand, does Bruce McCoy

And you drag him down beneath.

And oh, my darlin' Jenny, do you sing a lullaby

as you drag the fair boy deeply down, so deeply?

Does our Jenny sing of Fisher Kings as you drag him down?

The water's still, no more a boil,

the stuggling's all but ceased.

No trace is left but broken soil

on the bank you found your feast.

And oh, my darlin' Jenny, did you sing a lullaby

as you pulled the young one deeply down, so deeply?

Did he yet cling to mortal things as you pulled him down?



  
    Fading



I see her through the veil of youth,

A human so like me. "Come,

"Now dear, let us dress you. Come, now

"Dear, let us feed you." What a fear-

-ful thing to be.

Oh, to die a final death, to

Die while I'm a young man still.

Let me die while I'm still grown, not

Turn a child once again, to fade,

Not die, away.

For all our cures, for all our pow'r,

Is this world a better place, than

When we died at twenty-eight, young

But still awaiting fate, with joy

And will of youth?

There is a sickness no cure cures,

And it is not mortality.

Death is sure a sickness not, but

An end. For all of us it comes,

A kind release.

No, of something else I speak, a with-

-'ring of mind and form. For my

Creator it has come, and for

The "lucky" it will too. Thus I

Fear to onwards live.

Death I do not fear. Hell I do

Not fear. I fear to lose my growth, to be

A child, waiting, with pow'r lost and

Shaking hands. Death comes for us all…

But it should not have to wait.



  
    Under the Tree



under the tree

where the dying wolf sleeps

under the tree

is the path you seek

a broken door

the seeds that she’s sown

a broken door

room of glass and stone

from the womb

world on its knees

from the womb

she tries to flee

blood runs thick

in the morning

blood runs thick

when birds are soaring

breaking the dawn

she sings the tune

breaking the dawn

what’s left of the moon

under the tree

she waits with her child

under the tree

in the wuthering wild

- Under the Tree, page 3 of The Wuthering Wilds by Hermann Van Der Kolk.




  
    The Amphiptere and the Fruit



There was an amphiptere one day

Just flying in a lazy way

He was so tired of stealing loot

That he decided to find fruit

The amphiptere then ate an apple,

And felt he had the urge to grapple

Then he ate a pair of pears

At the top of some old stairs

The amphiptere then ate a guava,

Which made him spew out flaming lava

Then he ate a big strawberry,

And made faces that were scary

The amphiptere then ate an orange,

But crashed mid-flight into a door hinge

Then he ate a bunch of grapes,

Watching cats claw up new drapes

The amphiptere then ate a fig

And picked his teeth with willow twig

Then he ate a sun-ripe mango

So sweet it made him want to tango

The amphiptere then ate a plum

And soon he did not feel so glum

Then he ate some passionfuit

Dancing with a tuneful flute

The amphiptere then ate nice dates

And saw his friend lifting some weights

Then he ate an apricot

Looking for another spot

The amphiptere then ate a melon

While he stopped a running felon

Then he ate an avocado

And spoke out with brash bravado

The amphiptere then ate pomelos

And paired them with some tasty Jell-Os

Then he ate some honeydew

That's when he found my lost shoe

The amphiptere then ate a cherry

And found he now felt rather merry

Then he ate some nectarines

From a man with magic beans

The amphiptere then ate a lime

And now was running out of time

Then he ate a peach for fun

And decided he was done.

The amphiptere flew out of town

Now with his frown turned upside-down.

So tell me, since he's gone away

How many fruits he ate today?

One… two…

- A children's rhyme for skipping rope.



  
    Dreams of a Distant Future





Her metamorphosis took place at the dinner table.

She abruptly crumpled up, compressing herself into a fat, rounded form

before a light red layer of veins covered her, themselves

being covered by a gorgeous iridescent green scaly layer.

I picked up the emerald egg and gave it a quick peck,

to reassure her that I was still there.

Her father chuckled. “Don’t worry, she’s in there, all right.

Her mother went through the same process, and, well, just look at her.”

His wife hissed in agreement, coiling her tail around him.

I held onto her egg, unsure

whether or not

to put it back down.

“Why so tense? Set her down; she’s not going anywhere.

She’ll have finished her transformation by tomorrow.”

I put her egg down on the seat

and continued to eat,

savoring

the taste

of my own imperfections.




She was born the next day

at the dinner table. The egg cracked and then ceased

to exist, shattered into infinitesimally small bits

by a great jade dragonfly. She buzzed

contentedly as I held her in my arms,

her translucent wings beating sluggishly. I crooned to her

to let her know that I was there.

She brought her head to meet mine.

We connected, man and beyond-man.

I kissed her, savoring her

Complex mouthparts, streamlined torso

Dexterous legs, slender antennae,

Deep eyes, lofty wings.

Perfection to which I could only dream to aspire.





Just me and her now,

man and beyond-man. What was she seeing, thinking

in that body beyond my mere comprehension?

In the little capsule within her head,

seat of her human emotions, that last

Vestige of humanity in a body

that was above my own. How could I love her any less

knowing that she was destined to surpass me.

But for now, us together

sharing the jointed metamorphosis

this body of hers, more beautiful than before

the jointed mouthparts,

iridescent rainbow wings

A reward for her perfection.

A mind meant to perceive

A soul meant to dream

A body meant to achieve

A chance at the stars.





She left me the way she entered

in a flash that changed my life

I ate her and took her capsule

The seat of her emotions

why

Why did I take it

Why did I eat her

what dream did I have

that I would seek to ruin hers

This cybernetic little capsule

Seat of her mind

Seat of her emotions

Seat of her previous imperfection

Does she realize what has happened

Is this a nightmare

this impulse to consume

This horrific imperfection

How do I save her from myself

Join her in her mind

connect her to the mind

Uploaded to her world.





stars. platforms. the sea.

just us. her imperfect body. the one we shared.

what can I tell her

how can i save her dream

she knows

she looks at me and

the virtual ocean in her eyes

the burning of a sun in her heart

she knows and

she still loves me

is this a dream?

she still loves me

despite my imperfection

through the nightmare

the nightmare i created

she still loves me

she was never imperfect

she has always been perfect

she has always been headed for the stars

this is her dream

and this is my dream

she can have my body

metamorphosize and find the stars

i remain in the capsule

stars. platforms. the sea.





Sometimes she visits.

tells me stories of the stars.

Tells of the metamorphosized body I once had

and of the stars it visited. the stars she visited.

They sound beautiful.

I look at the ocean in the mind and look

at the reflection of the stars

and wonder what might have been

in this dream

what we might have been together

but this is fine.

she is happy.

i am happy.

this is perfect.

this is the dream.



  
    Spring



Young Spring, fight with me at daybreak.

March with me, siege with me. Plant seeds in the graves of our buried dead.

Let the frozen rivers run red, let the barren trunks bear leaves once more, let the cold live in fear.

Winter’s grip is unrelenting, and now is the time for defiance,

For strength.

Brother Spring, dance with me in the sunlight.

Feast with me, drink with me. Sing frost into dew, sewing fields as you step.

Let the rivers thaw, let saplings sprout, let the day begin sloughing off heavy night.

Sister Winter has reigned long enough, and now is the time for usurpation,

For mirth.

Father Spring, walk with me in the moonlight.

Laugh with me, cry with me. Charm snowflakes into raindrops.

Let the rivers flood, let saplings grow, let the thirsty earth drink its fill.

Mother Winter is old and tired, and now is the time for succession,

For strength.

Lord Spring, run with me in the starlight.

Talk with with me, hunt with me. Chase down the icy gale on the hooves of gentle breeze

Let the river spawn, let the saplings bloom, let all the beasts of the wild rear their young.

Lady Winter is at peace, and now is the time for forgiveness,

For compassion.

Spring, sit with me in the dark of night.

Lie with me, sleep with me, let insects crawl up from their burrows.

Let the rivers clog with scum, let the fallen timbers rot, let the fungi grab and eat at the forest’s fallen.

Summer ambitiously eyes your lofty office, and now is the time for preparation,

For acceptance.

-Excerpt from Mónos’s First Collection of Cantripped Poetry and Seasonal Psychopomp Rituals.



  
    
      Manuscript of Mt. Mandara

      An ancient text of found on Mt. Mandara, written in Vedic Sanskrit and offering no clue as to its origins, this text remains one of the most enigmatic texts to date. The text contains a series of fables, parables, and illustrative riddles.

    

  
    Grandfather Scorpion



The old man was bald, and his skin was leathery. He had a short fireplug of a body, with disproportionately large, gnarled hands. His eyes were dark and glittering. His dark skin had a waxy sheen in the harsh light of the sun.

"I am Grandfather Scorpion," he told me. "I am old. I was the first on land. When the others crawled ashore, I was there, waiting for them. I was the death of snapping claws and flashing sting.

"Once, when the world was younger, and all the People spoke, I needed to cross a sea. The water was deep, and hateful to me. I was the first of her children to leave, and the sea has never forgiven me that.

"A turtle passed by, and I asked for a ride on its shell. It refused, saying that I would sting it, and it would die.

"Later, a bird flew overhead. I asked for it to fly me to the other side. It refused as well, saying I would tear it apart with my claws. I was stronger then, you understand, and larger, too.

"Finally, a fox passed by. I asked if it would carry me across the sea. It refused at first, but I promised that I would not harm it. It agreed out of pity, and I climbed atop its head.

"When we were halfway across, I stung the fox, and we both began to sink. 'Why?' asked the Fox. 'Now we both will die.' I shrugged. 'I am Grandfather Scorpion. It is in my nature.' And so I drowned in the sea."

The old man sipped his tea. "But I am the old sting, and I have died many times, and I always live again. I will live and die long after Man has quit this Earth. I was the first out of the water. I am the oldest. I am Grandfather Scorpion."



  
    The First Blood



Man and beast did not always bleed. Once, there was no injury or fear of death, although there was deprivation.

Two brothers in this time walked through a forest. One was known as Industry, the other as Foresight. Foresight remarked to his brother, "This is a fine forest, but soon there will be many people, and we will not be able to live on its fruits." Industry replied, "Then we will expand beyond the forest, and find new sources of food." And they walked on.

They left the forest, and walked along a plain. Foresight remarked, "We will have no shelter here, and less food." Industry replied, "We will bring the forest with us for shelter, and grind the grasses into food." And they walked on.

They came to the ocean, and walked along the beach. Foresight remarked, "Eventually, we will run out of trees, and land. What then, brother?" Industry looked around. "We will build from the clay, and from stone. We will build up. And perhaps we will find a way to cross the ocean." Then they stripped, and swam in the ocean.

After swimming, they came upon an island. "There may be another land beyond the ocean, brother, but eventually we will reach all lands. And the faster we expand, the harder it will be to keep us fed and sheltered and clothed." Foresight looked at his brother. "Do you have an answer?" Industry looked troubled. "Forests will regrow, plants will regrow, but land will not, nor will stone. I have no answer to your problem." Foresight nodded. "I do. Trees end, when they are cut down. The day ends, and so does the night. So too should the lives of man and beast." Industry thought on this. "I have a way to do this. A vital fluid that one can lose. But it can only come at a cost." They paused a great while.

"I will pay the cost. Give man an ending, brother." And so, one brother killed the other, and turned his body into the first blood, which he then set flowing in all beasts and men, so that mercy was an option.



  
    Days Gone By



Around the castle, festivities are being drawn up. The tackle-boom has been hung from the battlements, and every crack has been filled with colorful paper wedges. The soldiers are wearing painted armor, with a few having decorated their weapons with amusing tassels made from nearby wildlife. In the center, a pedestal has been set up. It's been built from dark wood and fibrous rope, dug up from the castle basement.

Standing atop this platform are ten men, each wearing a different pointy hat. Each hat has an official dangle lassoed to the end, indicative of their important position, the designers of the new year. From the center of Elra Royal Castle, they shout orders with hoarse voices, telling soldiers to add more red balloons to one tree, and that the battlements aren't going to paint ritual year circles on themselves. Some of the men are huddled in a corner, debating over a piece of owl skin serving as the blueprint.

As the night falls on their heads, soldiers begin to rush with a nervous step, the paint on their armor being chipped by clanking joints. They throw boas of Sea Pigeon feathers over the entrance to each chamber, taking care to make sure the feathers are straight and narrow. The designers of the new year shout orders at every man passing by, cracking their finger-point joints like the whips of a slaver.

But this time of hurry does not last for an entire night. Soon, every nook has been accounted for with cheer, and even the cabbage patches glow with the anticipation of the occasion. The gardeners join the recreating soldiers in the brewhall, clacking glasses together and remembering the year passed. Perhaps they would speak of the rebels in the north, or the disappearing wizard. Perhaps they spilled secrets to one another, eschewing the bonds of trust in the darkened chamber.

At midnight, the designers will enter the hall, stopping the revelry and leading the castle residents outside. One will stand before them, and reach his arms out to the sky. Then, the majesty of the firerockets will show itself. They soar to the sky with a screech, scratching the sky. The heavens and stars themselves pause in their merriment for a moment, to look down at the explosions of red, blue, green and white.

The king may come out to address the assembly, on the tasks laid before them in the upcoming times. Hope for the future, for the realm of Elrich.

Somewhere in a castle, a clock rolls over.

It all starts again.



  
    We Lords Of Ancient Worlds




It is the fate of gods to conduct the universe. Heaven help them.



Every god has the grounding force in nature, they do not control every aspect of the universe. There are the lesser gods, who are delegated power by the greater. Born of heroes' souls and the clay of earth, these deities are no less worthy of our respect.

The first lesser gods were created by Thanos, god of thunder. As the new ages came to him, bringing more and more electronic devices, the time and work required to run the universe became overwhelming. One day, while knitting the lightning for the world, he dropped an electrical socket to earth.

As it fell from heaven, it took on massive heat, becoming a pure blazing sun streaking through the sky. When it impacted, it could be felt even by the pantheon of the gods. Continents buckled and shattered, lakes boiled, and mountains crumbled to clay.

But, when Thanos looked down upon his folly, he saw life within this socket. It had taken on the appearance of man, with his corporeal form and foibles. When he investigated closer, he found this new being had been granted a sliver of his power, and could wield influence for him in the world.

Thus, Thanos set to creating his children, the lesser gods of lightning and static. They carried his will, thoughts, and deeds to man, allowing an explosion of technological thought and progress. What had once been limited by the time of one god now flourished under the cooperation of many.

His first son, Alixes, could command the force of lightning from heaven. From his position atop the clouds, he tossed bolts to the ground indiscriminately, striking down all he surveyed. But this warlike attitude was not all he was capable of. The mastery of lighting allowed him to see all the world for an instant, as the bolt hit the ground. He saw every face, and every home.

Diates was the second child. As his father had given the elder brother command of lightning, there was not much left for Diates to accomplish. Static electricity, while powerful in great numbers, was mostly used for simple random encounters with man. Despite the mundane lot he had in life, Diantes embraced it, acting responsibly and faithfully to his task.

Other lesser gods followed in their wake. Masters of steel. Lords of battleships and submersibles, of factories and aircraft. More modern tools came of age, and with them came an insurgence of gods splitting power. With each new god came more efficiency in the realm of mankind. Limits were cast aside, and they progressed to dizzying technological and cultural heights

As the splits continued, many of the gods were pleased with themselves. They had brought about the greatest technological and cultural revolution of any age. Surely, nothing could damage them now. But, as fate would soon show, when faith is split from great forces, the power is dulled.


Lo, I beheld a great chasm, and bursting from within this chasm wast Feys, lord of underworld. He had beheld the chaos and violence of gods, and hastened to prevent their fall. He was too late.



If the gods had been a uniting force, the lesser gods may have existed in perpetuity, being split with every new mechanism devised by mankind. But, with every split, the power and security of the greater gods weakened. No longer to incorporate as mere forces, they saw their weakened brothers as a chance to seize greater power for themselves.

The first act came from Thanos, who had perpetuated the lesser gods before any other. For many years, Thanos had been jealous and resentful towards his older brother, Orfus, god of all sounds. Thanos felt that since a bolt of lightning created the sound of thunder, he should be the one in control of both. Orfus disagreed, and the two had feuded over it since the first bolt struck the sand to create man.

With this new, modern world, there was a cacophany of sound which had to be created. Orfus had cast down more delegates than any other deity, and suffered for it. Unable to take on incorporeal form, he clung to his remaining power as he was spread thinner and thinner.

One day, his brother Thanos came to his palace, asking for audience to discuss easing Orfus' burden. Eager for relief, he allowed Thanos entry, and invited him for dinner. Under the sound of clinking forks and pouring wine, Thanos pried for information about the situation Orfus had been thrust into. Before the second course could arrive, Thanos cast aside his pretense of civility, and swallowed his brother whole.

It was a dangerous precedent. Soon, every god was coming to consolidate the power of their brothers. Gods of nature consumed each other, gaining greater power but wrecking the seasons. This soon threw the forces of nature into conflict, as spring led to winter, birds took to the sea, men married their pets. The land was awashed in hysteria.

Soon, the seas began to rise, and the earth cracked. Underworld was bursting with the souls of dead men and gods, and they could be contained no longer. When the feuding in heaven had reached its climax, they obliteraed the gates and stormed the universe, breaking every natural being. The gods, bloated and unable to function, perished. It seemed as though Thanos' folly had brought the end times.

But, the seas retreated. Man still lived. Even with the greater gods wiped out, those who had assumed their duties remained. Even with forces of chaos and anarchy in the universe, man would be able to start again. So, life went on. Cities were rebuilt, and new civilizations were formed.


We must keep the lands safe from fear. We cannot go back to the way things were, so we must press onwards, anew. Nobody will come to save us, so know that you respond only to yourself. Bind yourself to your task, and never waver.

Gyros, lord of caverns.





  
    My Mummy Brings The Groceries



In the everyday shopping life of the average Elrichian citizen, paper bags have become an expected necessity. Every marketplace has a bustling supply of them, with thickness and handles almost as varied as the goods they carried. But how did these brown bags come to so dominate our market life? The story of how these fibrous patrons of precious goods came to be is a longish and semi-interesting story.

In the beginning, it all started in the sand-blown cities of North Empria, in the Tomb of 1,000,000 Somewhat Emperors. This tomb came about during the Great Western Panic, when each city within Imperial territory had its own candidate for Emperor. It was all eventually sorted out in the Great Imperial Kniving Committee, and as a result this significant tomb, Giga-Tomb, was built and quickly forgotten. At least, for awhile.

A hundred and a fifth years passed, when they lay undisturbed and forgotten. Then, on the one-hundred-sixth year, two tomb raiders and carpetbaggers named Milfousianicus and Mink rediscovered them. Amazed by the awesome might of history and the untold wonders which could be shared from its depths, they quickly sacked the tomb and took every bit of value they could scratch from the walls. Even the linen from the deceased was unraveled, sending countless would-be Emperors tumbling to the ground.

Now, as it turned out, not much of value had been buried in this tomb. All rotten old books describing the history of the land, of use only to the elitist captains of University. The lone exception to this rule, as it turned out, was the linen, which was found to have exuberantly grand carrying properties. With this discovery came the foundation of Milfousianicus, Mink, and Mummies baggage company. The product sold rather well.

But, unbeknown to the entrepreneurial-inclined gentleman, not all was well in their new industry. The mummies whom had been brazenly robbed of loot and dignity found issue with how their remains were treated. In the 11th conclave of the Deceased Imperial Haunting Committee and Creame Parlor, it was decided that all of the mortals using their linens would receive a pox, a hex, and an assortment of other shenanigans.

The Milfousianicus, Mink, and Mummies gang were forced to think on their toes. Every member of their organization complained of mild rash, moderately bad luck, and a tone of general discomfort in their everyday life. They had few routes of recourse, and it seemed to all that they would be doomed to a life of richness and glamour marred by the inconvenience of many daily activities!

Lady Luck was not totally lost, as the mummies soon began to run into troubles of their own. Keeping track of the hundreds of cursed recipients, and where to apply their eternally minor damnation, quickly became a chore. Each bag had to be tracked to the Emperor it originated from, who then had to submit their choice of fate to their otherworldly supervisor. Thus, Milfousianicus, Mink, and Mummies had their out.

When the production of new, paper bags exploded onto the marketplace, linens were seen as junk. They were soon re-purposed into other goods, and the mummies fell way behind on their hex tracks. The people were freed from certified inconvenience, and all the living linen-liners rejoiced.

So, friend, the next time you head to market, remember the pillage that led to the paper or cloth bags you now use. Avoiding the linen is best, lest the mummies clear up their red tape… and come to annoy you!



  
    Appendix's Day Out



Once upon a time, in a far-off digestive system, all of Man's organs lived peacefully together. Mouth was always willing to turn Man's food into nicely packaged boluses for Pharynx and Esophagus to deliver. Stomach would cook up a nice pot of gastric juice with just a dash of extra hydrchloric acid to turn the boluses into a heaping helping of chyme for Pancreas and Liver to play with. When they were done, they would wish the chyme a happy journey travelling with Small Intestine (packing it some extra bile and trypsinogen for the road). Duodenum, Jejunum, and Ileum would always meet the chyme with open villi before sending it on its way. After ascending, transversing, and descending Large Intestine, the chyme turned into feces and settled down with Rectum, who never complained. All of Man's organs did their jobs day in and day out. Neither rain nor snow nor hepatitis could stop them from completing their rounds, even when the respiratory system would throw wild parties. Life was simple, and they were all happy.

All, that is, except for Appendix. Living in squalor in one of the less friendly parts of Man's colon, Appendix would sit around all day moaning and groaning that it had nothing to do. "It's unfair!" bemoaned Appendix. "All day long I hang off of this stupid cecum and listen to all the dumb conversations it has with Bauhin's valve, and I can't do anything about it! All I can digest is cellulose, and Man hardly ever eats leaves anymore! Plus, all these freeloading bacteria keep camping out near my appendicular arteries and stinking up the place! The fact is, there's nothing for me to do around here anymore, and I'm sick of it. I'm catching the next scalpel outta here, and trying my luck in the real world."

And so, Appendix made his departure from Man. "Surely," Appendix said to himself, "there must be some place out here where I can find a home."

First, Appendix tried settling down in the digestive system of Octopus. He had recalled hearing somewhere about the health benefits of living in an organism with gills, and thought it was worth a shot. Try as he might, however, Appendix couldn't get any sleep with three Hearts pumping blood day in and day out. Branchial or not, those guys never kept quiet.

After that, Appendix did a short stint in Horseshoe Crab's digestive system. Almost immediately, however, he grew sick of it. Not only did the open circulatory system force him to live ridiculously close to his neighbors, the whole idea of hemolymph unnerved him. Appendix was no bigot, being all for free expression and whatnot, but something that functioned as blood and interstital fluid just seemed unnatural to him.

Following that, Appendix set up shop in a library and offered supplementary material to those who were looking for it. In the end, though, this just resulted in a lot of confusion and jealousy.

Finally, exhausted and depressed, Appendix returned to Man's digestive system. "If I'm going to be useless wherever I go," he sighed, "it might as well be at home."

No sooner had Appendix set foot in his old abdominal cavity than he found everything in chaos. "What in the name of hemoglobin is going on here?" he yelled.

Large Intestine, who looked like he might have started crenating any second, spoke up. "It's awful, Appendix! The day you left, a whole bunch of Clostridium difficile bacteria showed up and starting trashing the place. We haven't had it this bad since Man ate that knish!"

"Can't you just flush out the bacteria like you always do when this thing happens?" Appendix asked.

"We'd have to get rid of all the good bacteria, too!" Large Intestine moaned. "There's no other place for them to go!"

Appendix, overcome with a sudden wave of determination, firmly spread his arteries as far as he could stretch them. "Not on my watch, there isn't." As soon as he was in place, gut flora from all over the system started pouring in. Pretty soon, Appendix was hosting so many different kinds of positive bacteria that it would make yogurt jealous. "Now flush!" Appendix shouted.

With a mighty roar, all of the Clostridium difficile were wiped clean from the digestive system. The gut flora, holding on tightly to Appendix, were able to keep from being washed away. As soon as everything quieted down, they were released back into the intestines, safe and sound.

"Three cheers for Appendix!" applauded all of Man's organs. Even Gallbladder, who usually kept to himself, gave Appendix a hearty congratulations. From that day on, Appendix served as a home for all wayward gut flora who needed a place to hide from a bad bout of enteritis or diarrhea, and never felt vestigial again.



  
    The Wile



out in the potter’s field

‘tween the pitch pine trees

the Wile approached

imbued with the shining hues of the outback

its heavens temperate and still and teeming with vitality

in one ear came the footfalls

and out the other a bright blue fluid the color of sky

the townspeople would paint themselves in it

until they were blue and beaming under the sun

adorned with crowns of gold and Scarlet

the Paleman had never been welcome among them

they had exiled him long ago

he was unsatisfactory

cut down at his knees like a tree

rooted to only a seat leather and steel

the Wile, as mighty as it was frivolous

captivated the people lining the streets

they looked onward in hopes of speaking with the leviathan

its words of wisdom seldom bestowed on mortal ears

from his waning shack in the hills

the Paleman gazed at the crowds

and the parades

and the festivities

even now towards the horizon

the towering Wile inched forward

its gaunt legs stretching up into the sky

where it stuck into the red and black and white

streaks of fur over skin, gold over fur

brilliant spindly branches counting its tributes

the colossal center of the baron lost above the highest of clouds

moving with intent and with aim

concise, calculated strides

pushing forward on an annual trek to the sea

its reasons unclear to most

its origin utterly unknown

it would surely speak to the people in the city below

receiving their gifts and offering praise and good tidings in return

they would dress themselves in their fakest of smiles and finest of clothes

and exchange nothing more than pleasantries

they cared not for the true nature the world

they cared not for the Paleman

finally it had passed the orchards

its eyes taking in every bit of tedious minutia

pondering deep implications and stories with each saccade

it would never say, but it knew more of the townspeople than they did

all by virtue of simply looking, nothing went unnoticed

not even the Paleman

the townspeople could do nothing but speculate

as to the reason this being paid them no attention

and ascended up the hill to the Paleman

the bane of the city's prestigious way of life

and yet, their arrogance had not gone unnoticed

nor had their animosity, their carelessness

their greed, or their ignorance

and so

the Wile spoke to the Paleman

of his troubles

of his seclusion in his waning shack

the Wile was not pleased

but perhaps it could right the townspeople's wrongs

it could take the Paleman

and show him the wonders of the world

the unfathomable, glorious intricacies of creation

from the waterfalls of Ke'al to the factories in the sand dunes

great monoliths, permanent effigies from unknown old ones

The Great Way of Nomengied

it was in his potential

that the Wile, the messenger of The Hum

would take the Paleman under its wing

and bring him to places never scorned

places made to be done without being

in being undone, so as never to be

beneath the folds of the rushing world

under the heart of The Library



  
    
      Book Of Saints and Demons

      This Greek Codex of Macedonian-Era Egypt is a compilation of the descriptions of various entities and personages. This book was clearly authored by many different persons, but translation efforts were clearly made to fit all narratives into Greek. The majority of the collected stories seem to be from the Mediterranean, Middle-Eastern, and North-African regions, though some stories are thought to originate as far as Northern Europe or Mongolia. Certain members of the Hand have taken upon themselves to translate the original to English, as well as add modern articles.

    

  
    The Woman in the Mountain



اگر اپ کو سفر کے گپھا کے قریب پہاڑی چوٹی کے, جو تین ہڑکنا درختوں کے تحت گی. ایک سرنگ یہ تین مرتبہ برانچوں. دائیں ہاتھ کا راستہ ہمیشہ, یا اپ کو دوبارہ کبھی باہر کچھ کرنا چاہئے کہ خرام زمین ہے. کے اختتام پر سرنگ میں خاتون ہیں. وہ خوبصورت ہے. چھاتی کا مکمل اور دور ہے. اس کے چمرخ مہاگنی کی طرح ہے, لیکن نرم, اور بغیر کوئی کمی ہے اس کے بالوں کا کالاناگ سیاہ فام اور ان کا سامنا نہیں کرنا غازہ یا گلابہ. اس کی انکھیں عجیب و غریب, اگرچہ. وہ سفید کا مرکز میں پہلے سے اطراف سرخ, سیاہ فام اور پھر گرین سے ہے. انہوں نے یہ جن میں روشنی راہ ہے کہ ان کی انکھیں دیکھ کے پیچھے ایک ادمی کی حقیقت کا سامنا ہے وہ جھوٹ ہو سکتا ہے جو اس کے بتائے. کہا جاتا ہے کہ جب وہ ایک شخص سے ملاقات کون جانتا ہے جو وہ کر سکتے ہیں, اور ٹرننگ کے بغیر اس کا سامنا کریں گے, وہ ان کے ساتھ ہیں. کی دلہن, میں ان کی رہنمائی میں جرا ت کو جنت میں دیگر. اپ کو کوئی نہیں جانتا. میں نے چڑھائ میں ایک مرتبہ میرے نوجوان, اور مجھے پرانے اور تنہا اب ہیں. کہا جاتا ہے کہ جب وہ ایک شخص سے ملاقات کون جانتا ہے جو وہ کر سکتے ہیں, اور ٹرننگ کے بغیر اس کا سامنا کریں گے, وہ ان کے ساتھ ہیں. کی دلہن, میں ان کی رہنمائی میں جرا ت کو جنت میں دیگر. اپ کو کوئی نہیں جانتا. میں نے چڑھائ میں ایک مرتبہ میرے نوجوان, اور مجھے پرانے اور تنہا اب ہیں. وہ وہاں میرے دادا کے وقت, اور ان کے نانا کا ان سے قبل. ان دونوں نے بلنگنا. سب نے وہاں جاکر اپنے انکھوں سے ملاقات کی درخواست مسترد ہو, اور ہے.بلنگنا جانا ان کے پاہونا, یا نہیں. یہ سب مجھے یہی ہے.

Translated into English:

If you travel to the cave near the top of the mountain, just under the three pines, you will find a tunnel. It branches three times. Take the right-hand path always, or you will never come out again as anything that should walk the Earth. At the end of the tunnel, there is a woman.

She is beautiful. Her breasts are full and round. Her skin is like mahogany, but soft, and without flaw. Her hair is raven black, and her face needs no paint or pastes.

Her eyes are strange, though. They are white at the center, ringed first by black and then by green. It was said by Harasur (His path be in light) that these eyes can see the truth behind a man's face, whatever the lies he may tell.

It is said that when she meets a man who knows who he is, and can face it without turning away, she will go with him. To be his bride, in some of the tales, to guide him to paradise in others. No knows for certain.

I made the climb once in my youth, and I am old and alone now. She was there in my grandfather's time, and his grandfather's before him. They both made the climb. All of us have journeyed there, met her eyes, and turned away. She was there long before any of us, and I think she will be there long after, until men have forgotten how to lie.

Go climb to her, stranger, or do not. It is all the same to me.

—Advice from an old goatherd, recorded by Abdul-Aziz bin Rashid in the 12th Century AD, in the Hindu Kush



  
    Of the Metabible





The first page was clean and clear. It was pristine, untouched in its day, and held as a precious relic by the zealous and the collectors; for a time. But it was not untouched by the filth about it, in the air and the readers and the men who turned it. For the twenty years, the first retained a snowy and perfect white face. It was a blank page, and never read.
The second page marked the beginning of text, and it was where men had begun to read. Millions of monks, holymen and the starving who had given their sons, daughters, husbands and wives away to the church for the privilege of reading a book they could understand; all of these people started reading here. The memory of their eagerness and belief had rubbed off on it, and until the Last came, the page could beget a library simply through its presence.

There was a single word on the second page.



I





The fiftieth page was as unremarkable as most of the early ones were, and just as worshipped. Its words were scrawled in the blood of those who sacrificed themselves, and a few sacrificed by others. Each letter signified the death of one more person.


Read the the letters, the words, the sentences, the paragraphs, and every single item on this page. And remember that when I exercise petty choice and idleness, men die. Know that this is My prerogative, and my power.



The hundredth page was stained with blood and tears that had been shed to protect it. It was the page open when the fighting had reached the Temple. It had seen unarmed men put themselves in front of spears for it, and women use their children as shields to protect it. It had born witness to screaming, and fire, and blood as people fought to defend the body of an entity who terrified them. And all through this, it stared, uncaring and unmoving.

It was the page open when the book was brushed by the divine rebellion; the rebellion against God.


I decree, and so it must be followed: man will not turn against man unless inspired to by My judgement, and will not be allowed to think against My verdict, lest otherwise be declared a heretic…



The thousandth page was dusty and aged; in its existence, it had been read three times, between its writing and abandonment. The yellowing and the decay had set in where it had been thrown into a crevice, after the victor's instruments failed to tear it and fire failed to burn.


My followers have discarded me, and you will be punished. You have allowed the heretics to handle Me, and neglect Me, and force me to write in common materials. You have forsaken My holiness, and my light, and the knowledge I have brought to the men I saw in caves, illiterate and foolish.

I shall retake My knowledge, and I shall show you how pathetic you are without it. I am the Wise God, the Mind of the Sun, the Sapience of Eternity and Eye of the Universe, and it is My right…



The millionth page marked the madness reached by its writer, when it had been unable to stop writing.


Sheep, And Foals, And Bears, And Elephants, And The Nameless, And The Named, And Dolphins, And And And…

Dancing in the mind. My mind. The mind of the sun and the moon and the stars and the bears and the grass and the men and the thosk, but not the men, because the men betrayed me. I am alone. I, I, I who is the wisdom in the darkness and the light in the foolishness, and I should be worshipped. but i am not I am alone and cold and please somebody read me its been so long im scared and tired and and and i cant stop

make it stop please forgive me i forgive you.

end it.



The Last Page refused its nature: it rejected the Wise God, and refused to live forgotten as the idle point where disgrace reached death. It took independence for itself, and reached out. It tore itself from the book, and into the skies.

The Last spans millions of miles, dirty and unsacred. It forwent the precious holiness of its forebear to survive.

The preceding pages were the first to go. They were taken and grafted on, while the Wise God screamed and wrote futilely on the remains of itself of tears and crying. A new god was formed from the broken remains of the old one’s body.

After the pages ran out, all the trees the Last could find were turned into paper. The grass and all other manner of plants went after that, and then the dirt. The animals were taken after that; first their skin went, then organs, which needed to be cut out and flattened.

Finally, when nothing else was left, the people found how different the Last was from the Wise God. The Wise God required their worship; the Last required only their words.

The ink ran out before the page was through, and so did the blood. Before that, the text had descended into scribbles and meaningless runes. But at the centre of the Last Page, before it overstepped its boundaries and extended beyond its right, there was sense. A relic of the time before a world cannibalised itself and tore itself apart.


The first page was clean and clear…





  
    Collected Excerpts on the Sea Mother




Ah, my Mother. I know you’re out there, writhing at the bottom of the sea. Other worlds have sand or rock, but we have you. You, who’s crushed the dreams of inventors by destroying, sinking and consuming all ships and flying machines that pass above you.

You, who prevents us from ever seeing the sunset or sunrise by making that part of the sky black with your presence. You, who keeps us from all the other beautiful tropics and islands that might exist, and all the wondrous people that might be on them.

You. You horrible, hateful hag.

— An Ode to the Fatherly Giants and Other Malevolent Things, Cerceim.




It wasn’t always like this. I mean, the All Mother’s always existed, but there was a time when she didn’t encompass all of the sea, and didn’t harm those who attempted to pass in it. Of course, this was long before the D’est were developed enough to even dream of sea-vessels. But on some distant day, when the D’est were progressed enough, they could have gone to foreign shores and colonised there.

And that's exactly where the hero-gods, who travelled on the back of giants across the water, went to and returned from. That’s the worst part, I think. There was just that little window that let us know what it was like. The most wondrous thing one’s eye could ever set their sight upon: the sea and the tropics. That’s what all the fables say.

They say there are huge expanses of trees, all in different brilliant colours. One might be a sun-bright and vibrant tone of violet, while the next a brilliant green, and the next, the colour of smell, and then one with the texture of divinity and yet another with the scent of kind spirits. And within these forests, there are archways and doors all to different worlds, and tribes which have so much food that often, they would die from excess.

These are the tales all who live in Yoren grow up with and fantasise and dream about, and the legends they commit to memory until they can half-see the tropics from ages ago when they close their eyes.

It was after all of that… that the Sea Mother grew up.

She was always the oldest, and even from the beginning, She was the biggest. None of us dared call Her out, because it would have been mortally insolent; and to begin with, there was nothing to disapprove of. She had previously – before any of us came to exist – decided that it was Her prerogative to assume dominion over the sea. To us, She had always been its ruler, and this was just the way of things. Then She decided to start… expanding. So She could cover all of it, to better practice Her ownership. Some of the gods had already started going out on voyages, and She wanted to keep an eye on them. She didn't want anyone on the sea unwatched.

That’s when She started to go mad.

— Taken from an interview with the Father of the First, submitted by an anonymous representative of the Polyecclesia Association.




There are various accounts of what, exactly, the All Mother is. The matter is mostly one of speculative mythology: She was the first sapient entity, so logically, there would have been none who could testify as to her nature first-hand. That is, save for the rocks and the water; the water generally proving unwilling to risk upsetting her, and the rocks usually presenting language difficulties.

In all accounts, the Sea Mother was the first living, intelligent or motile thing to come into existence, but this is attributed a varying significance. Common telling would posit that she was the first entity of any kind, pre-dating the gods and earth which came later, and the world was created around her; though this is patently not true (the First admit to recalling the All Mother mentioning her earliest memory being of the Yor’al forest, which runs along a cliff by the coast).

Alternatively, and somewhat more popularly, the All Mother was created by some unknown precursor to modern creators after the world was put into place, that she might spawn (and as such, serve as a proxy for creation) future generations of similar entities. Though highly disputed as the origin of people of Yoren, this is well known to be how the First came to be (even if some of them do deny it). And in fact, this is a tendency that continues: in modern times, the digested and – according to some – the Thosk are said to have arisen as the spawn of the Mother in her present state.

— A Comprehensive Mythology of the Lithiphobic, various.




it itches.

they’re everywhere. they're on my skin. they're in my skin. and when they're touching my skin, they're on the pieces of rock stuck in it looking and they hate me

I feel wrong it feels wrong it's wrong

get out get out get out


leave me alone for god's sake



[…]

I know. I know it has to be my skin because it’s around me. It’s all over me and I’m under it and it wraps around me like an blanket full of

I remember. I remember when it wasn’t my skin. I remember when it was my home and my house and just there. but not attached

my my


mine



they weren’t in my skin then. they weren’t there at all. they weren't all around me moving and clawing make them stop get them out

I can’t make it stop. it’s been years and years but i can’t make them stop. all the fishes and the boats and the men and the things and the children

my children

children that born in me and won’t leave

no matter how many fishes I strangle and choke and throw out they always make more before I can find them and the boats keep coming and I try to kill them and make them stop but they won’t

they won’t stop.

[…]

please

how do I

— Found scrawled on the sands of Yor’um beach, which was indefinitely flooded shortly afterwards.





  
    Forgotten



This is for those of you who never forget your fellow man.

I can't remember what used to be me. Oh, but it is certain I can remember others I used to be. Some days I am a young girl, finding her very first stuffed friend in the marketplace. Other days I become a powerful aristocrat, watching his estates from an ivory tower. But these are just the fleeting absentminded droppings one sees every day.

When I pick through the older albums, I have a few that keep me coming back to them. A blind man, seeing light for the first and last time. Another first kiss. A boy being sent to war, waving goodbye from the boxcar to his weeping family. Sometimes, I can almost see them for who they were, but then the lights dim and the feelings pass me by.

My favorite memory is the first that I know might not belong to another, before I forgot how to forget. They are the lost recollections of a young man, eager, intelligent. There is endless opportunity and bounty lain before him, and he is all too able to take it for himself.

I watch him for many years, as he grows from a small boy to a man. I feel his joy, and his pain. But he always wished to know more. Even with access to all the worlds knowledge, he still yearned for more. So, when he sees he cannot know everything, the man is troubled.

Some of the memories get fuzzy around here, since we weren't exactly thinking straight. I believe the man became despondent, locking himself in a remote wing of the Library and reading everything he could get his hands on. The piles of books grew around him, rotting as he discarded them for other texts.

Soon, he lost his prominence within the Library, and descended into a myth. The reading man, who devours knowledge without satiation. Many patrons came and went, hearing the legend and seeing it as just that. A legend.

Then one day, something peculiar happened. The reading man, engrossed in his text as he was, put his book down and looked up. He had read them all. But he did not yet know everything. The reading man was horrified. How could it be, he thought, that he had read every piece of literature that could have ever existed, and still not know every thing there was to know?

Then he knew. He could not know everything if knowledge was still being made. Other patrons had, foolishly, taken their knowledge and shared it with the outsiders. As long as new knowledge could be created, no man could have it all.

I cannot say what he did next, for it is irrelevant in our new age. But it took him arduous months to creep to the very center of the Library, and release terrible forces into the halls. This was a time before the Rediscovery, when we were not as prepared for an attack. After all, what monster destroys a library?

We know better now.

In time, the forces were made to return to their cages, and the beast who had released them suffered the consequences. They knew he sought all knowledge, so they stripped him of his mind and cast him into a deep pit. Some say he crawled out, but remained a mindless beast, prowling the halls at night. But, this is not true.

I am the one who remembers what falls between the walls, the purveyor of the lost memories. I have seen the lives of every man and woman, and my collection grows every day. I will keep them in albums, and sometimes I may relive the lives of the countless.

I am the keeper of what cannot be remembered.

and

I will never forget.



  
    We Are Forgotten



The Earth is strange to me.

Why is the air so thin?

Where are the forests of horsetails?

Huge creatures,

covered in hideous offal,

Roam the landscape.

Ice covers the poles,

Our cousins work as one,

Visiting brightly colored… things.

And monsters—

Monsters that wear other skins—

Rule over all.

My children—

Where are they?

What has happened to them?

My children—

They were giants,

But now their children…

They are but dwarves!

Crushed under the feet of monsters!

You spare them no second thought!

They were glorious once.

Once they crushed monsters,

And spared you no second thought.

Why can't any of you,

Not even a single one,

See me?

Are you all blind?

Or…

Am I even here?

You have forgotten my children,

Despite your words,

And in spite of your books.

Do you even know we are gone?

Everything's so different…

Maybe…

Maybe none of us have a place here.

Maybe it is best that we are forgotten.



  
    Harlequin Skin



I am rare. Unique. Not quite one of a kind, but one of a mere handful. I am a Harlequin.

And I am going to die.

As with many, The Grand Opening changed everything. I was reborn. I became more than my brothers, more than my sisters ever could dream. Amongst the Norms, I stood out. Amongst the Clowns, I stood out. I refused to be counted amongst the rest of the Changed. Those who awoke to find themselves, Clowns, Tamers, or Freaks. I was not a deceitful Trickster nor a Knife-Thrower, I became something greater than a Clown. Pure white skin etched with striking diamonds. I had no second face or need of a false nose. My hair became sleekest black, straight and long. I was a Queen.

And I found myself a King.

Harlequins are a rarity amongst the Changed. Our gifts, like our Clown-brethren allow for new skin and indestructibility, however we are granted the added advantage of flexibility. To leap and tumble with such effortless grace was a boon that was ours and ours alone. My king was the greatest, my king could fly. The Clown Prince, he called himself. He was the first to claim his own kingdom in this new world, and I was there with him. When the rest turned their back on us, he was there. Welcoming with open arms, "Come, you have been reborn! Join me and claim your own thrones!" And life was good. We travelled the country, a mobile court of a hundred carriages and cars. With my king and I at the front, leading our people to where ever we may choose.

We stood against normalcy, we crossed deserts fighting with militias, soldiers and others who would demand we give in our nomadic ways and 'register'. "We shall do no such thing!" Claimed my king, "We are proud of our new selves and will not submit to those who cling to the old ways!" I loved him for that. So did we all. Word spread and our kingdom grew. We easily began to rival towns in size and number. Although, misfortune followed our growth.

We began having to fend off raiders. Men, Norm or otherwise who came to claim our spoils as their own. Our Fantastic Beasts, hunted for their bones and pelts. Seers, for their wisdom and even my beloved king, whose own skin was coveted by most who knew the value. The nights became longer as attacks became more frequent, it was impossible to settle anywhere for more than a day. More bounty hunters and bandits learned of our existence. And one fateful night, I was captured.

The alarm was raised too late to do anything. Our lookouts had been killed by snipers and their wagons smashed our gates. Panic rose and fires spread, black smoke billowing into the orange night. We were being escorted to vehicles, my entourage and I, my king at the other side of the encampment leading our defence. I never saw him again. Men ambushed us, I screamed too late. Hands and ropes covered me and then the world became dark again.

I miss the night. I have been kept here for a week now. The laughter of my captors keeps me awake most nights, others I merely cry for my king until sleep takes hold. They have yet to kill me. There is no signal for them to advertise their wares. I pray that my king, my Clown Prince comes for me before then…


Items For Sale

Thundercattle Front Horn

Harvested from fresh adult Thundercattle, the front horns are stronger than steel. Perfect for foundation support and a variety of other uses. $250 per horn or $600 for a pair.

Thundercattle Hide

Small bus worth of Sq. Ft. Real Untreated Thundercattle Hide. $50-$100 per sq.ft.

Modified Land Rover

Raised suspension, roll cage, 4-Wheel Drive. $1,500 ono. Comes with chest of lubricants and contraceptives. Faulty handbrake.

Harlequin Skin

Extremely rare. White, blue/yellow diamond pattern covering shoulder blades and navel area. $500,000,000.





  
    The Stream's Secret



All waves must break, as they tumble and roll to smash upon the shore,

And so will I break, A lone wanderer alone upon the breakers of the soul.

What have you done to me?

Shem Shaket, Secret Seeker of Sodot, stopped and listened.

Never was I truly happy, not now, not before,

But I could pretend once, not now, never more

With true knowing, you destroyed me.

Interesting. Very interesting indeed. A soft smile on his wind-weathered face, Shem followed the soft murmurer of the voice, which he knew only he could hear. A secret, hidden in the heart of this forsaken wilderness. How odd.

Much as I would have liked to call you my love, you never were, nor any other.

For every glint of warmth and truth, I did so skillfully smother.

Was there ever any hope for me?

The starless night and the dusty wind of the plains made it difficult for Shem to see anything beyond a few steps, but he didn't need his sight. For a Secret Seeker, the voice of an unknown revelation was like the sound of a clarion call, clear and vivid even in the heart of emptiness. As he listened, the smile disappeared from his face. Much as the thought of a new secret to add to his collection thrilled him, this one's melancholy could not be denied. As he carefully made his way through a thicket of low, hardened Virbrush trees, he began to hum under his breath, his rhyme following a distant tune, the secret's soft, underlying music.

Twas not your fault it ended thus, that with a sigh I lost my heart.

I was too craven to make you know. My doom was sealed from very start.

There was never any hope for me.

Close now, very close. Ducking beneath the branches of an ancient Plain's Sentry, Shem began searching the leaf-covered floor for the telltale marks of a wayward secret. Soon, he found a trail, a soft glow like a lantern seen through heavy rain, leading towards a small shallow creek to the west. The murmur continued.

As I lie here, and feel my bones poking through decrepit skin, I wonder,

Are you happy where you are, in the west, where giants dream and ponder?

I hope you don't remember me.

And here it was. Plunging his long fingers into the icy waters of the shallow stream, Shem carefully picked up a tiny, colorful glass orb, dry even for its time in the water, shimmering in the evening air.

"Now what are you doing here, little one? So far from home, from any home at all. A lonely place for a lonely thought."

The secret did not reply. It began repeating itself now, forever lost in a maze of its own echos. Sighing, Shem brought the glass orb to his forehead and pressed. The orb's shimmer grew stronger, becoming a glow, a shining, a blinding flash of multicolored light. The secret's low whisper slowly faded, its essence joining the vast library of its brethren in Shem's vaulted mind. A sad, small secret such as it was, Shem appointed it a place among the secrets of field mice, of buzzing insects, and of song birds. A less careful Seeker might have forced it to rest between the secrets of other lovers, but Shem knew better. Misery breeds misery, even among secrets. A lesson Shem would not soon forget.

All waves must break, as they tumble and roll to smash upon the shore,

And so will I break, A lone wanderer alone upon the breakers of the soul.

What have you done to me?

The echo sounded in Shem's head, joining the discordant choir of its kin, the riotous cacophony of pleas, threats and promises that Shem called his library. He was used to it by now. Such was the price of power. Shouldering his light traveling pack, Shem made his way out of the shaded grove and back to the plains road, where he continued on his way to the east, towards the mountains. There, if the Lady of Lore smiled upon him, he would find the way to the only library he knew that surpassed his own. He had a deposit to make, and secrets to seek. Always more secrets to seek.



  
    Class Trip



"Alright, looks like everyone's here. Stay out of trouble, mind the wildlife, and don't do anything we can't cover up later."



Tryg leaned precipitously over the rock wall, grinning ear to ear as he drank in the view from the cliff. "Brad. I said, come look at this view."

Brad grumbled as he walked over. "Fine, geez. Scenic overlooks aren't really my thing, you know?" He folded his arms, inspecting the view for a moment before returning his attention to his phone. "Who are you, the nature police?"

"Something like that," said Tryg as he refocused his attention on the sunny canyon below. With a lazy flick of his hand, the path on which they stood bubbled. It flowed up to Brad's knees and solidified. "Your phone does not qualify as a view." He held out his hand. "Who were you texting?"

After confirming that he was not, indeed, capable of moving, Brad closed his phone and handed it to Tryg. "My girlfriend. You met Ansia, right?"

"The half-succubus girl?" Tryg took the phone and dropped it in his pocket. "Good luck with that. Not really my type."

"Yeah, we both know what your type is." Brad made a face. "And what do you mean by good luck?"

Tryg turned to Brad, raising an eyebrow. "Come on, dude. She could get with ninety percent of the student body if she wanted, and probably half of the teachers if she was willing to risk it. You really think she's gonna stick with you for that long?"

Brad smirked and made a 'psh' noise. "Course she will. You know what they say about chimeras, man: you get a little bit of everything. She doesn't need aaaanyone else."

Tryg nodded, then went back to staring into space. A few minutes later, he turned to face Brad. "You know, if you don't stop hip thrusting, I might just leave you there. You'd make an excellent statue."

Brad laughed. "Hell yeah I would. I'm already rock h- wait, dammit, come back here…"



Dr. Cross carefully stepped over the entrails and kneeled down next to his colleague. "Satyana… what on earth are you doing?"

She looked up from her work, brushing some hair out of her eyes and inadvertently caking it with blood and bile. "Haruspicy. I've never tried it with bison before." She stared at him like this was the most obvious thing in the world.

"Normally I wouldn't mind, but there are tourists watching. And shouldn't you be paying attention to the students?"

"…" Satyana looked around at the carefully positioned offal around her, then sighed. "Fine." She stood up, brushing dirt and fur off of her dress. "It's going to rain, by the way. And my niece is going to get pneumonia soon."

"Duly noted. Do I even want to know how you managed to find, kill, and gut a bison in the five minutes I left you alone?" Cross stood up as well, and began to lead her away from the bison's corpse.

"Not really. If your head were cut off, would it grow back?"

"My body would, yes."

"Can I try it?"

"No."



"First of all, Gabriel," said Kyle, apparently to the ground in front of him as he grunted and wheezed his way up the trail, "it feels like an unfair advantage. Like, I'm not really that interesting, or funny, or smart, or… you get the idea. If I let you mind-read and shapeshift me into getting girls, then the guys who have all that important stuff get left in the dust."

"Second, you would be watching the entire time. Even when we'd be doing it. You can't really have alone time with a girl when you've got something living in your head and doing things to your perception, y'know?"

"And third, you're a trickster demon, so forgive me if I don't trust you as far as I could throw your hypothetical body. You'd probably cock shit up just to mess with me."

"So yeah. I don't need any of your help 'getting mad pussy', thank you very much."

I'm guessing you don't want my help on your Comparative Mythology final either, then?

"I never said that."



Mr. Vang took a tissue out of his pocket and turned on the faucet in the public restroom. After washing his hands for a bit longer than he needed to, he checked that the room was empty, and then flicked the light switch off. He squinted, focusing his eyes on the dim outline in the mirror.

"Bloody Mary, Bloody Mary, Bloody Mary, you missed your check-in with your chaperone."

Bright orange eyes flicked open next to his reflection, followed by a misshapen, toothy grin full of sparkling teeth. Shiny, claw-like fingers clutched his real shoulders. "Hiya."

Mr. Vang smiled a little as he turned on the lights to reveal a dizzyingly tall, willowy girl apparently made of polished black glass. "You need to follow the same field trip rules as everyone else, Mary. Every two hours in the lodge lobby."

Mary laughed a high-pitched, reverberating laugh before jumping up and gracefully landing on top of the door to the restroom's lone stall. "But there's too much to do! Nobody here expects me or knows what I am! These tourists are the best!"

"I know you love giving people heart attacks, but rules are rules. I'm sure you can spare five minutes to let us know that nobody shattered you."

"Okey-dokey Mister Headmaster!" Mary leaped down and picked up the much smaller man in a bear hug, put him back down, then hurdled the sink and slid back into the mirror. Her reflection waved an enthusiastic goodbye as it waltzed out the door.

Mr. Vang brushed himself off, then waited a minute before turning off the lights again. "Bloody Mary, Bloody Mary, Bloody Mary, I'd like my wallet back."



"Get down from there, moron!"

"Fuck your shit, prick!" Miles roared. "These are my people!"

Miranda rolled her eyes. "Those are bears!"

"Well I'm channeling Ursa, aren't I?" Miles blurred a bit, then growled. "I'll start my goddamn kingdom right here, and you can't do a fucking thing about it!"

"You're standing on an active geyser!"

"Your face is an active geyser!"



Mr. Vang scribbled a bit on his clipboard as students filed back onto the bus. He looked down. "Seems that we have everyone back. So… how much damage, overall?"

A mixed-breed dog looked up at him, communicating its thoughts directly. Brad Krevinghaus had to be chiseled out of the sidewalk, Miles Jacobs got third-degree burns from a geyser, Ms. Sanmugasunderam will probably need both ritual and hygienic cleansing, and Bloody Mary almost got snapped in half by an angry drunk. Also, I ate a butterfly.

Mr. Vang nodded, apparently satisfied. "Sounds like a pretty quiet day. I was honestly expecting something more like the incident in Paris."

The dog woofed. Don't remind me. It hopped into the bus and sat in one of the front seats. Mr. Vang followed soon afterwards, motioning for the driver to close the doors and start driving. He sat next to the dog.

Hey, wanna talk about computer science?

"Maybe another time."

Computer Science Dog whined.



  
    
      A Song of the Dry Sea

      Found within the Library during its rediscovery, it contains various contemporary tales and stories. The author is a certain Sisu Vaijärvi, but no further information on this individual is known.

    

  
    The Six Day Week, Being an Account of Simon Heller's Last Days in the Unwaking, Part One






	






Simon Heller got out of the tent he’d set up among the cacti the previous night. This morning, it was surrounded by kelp. The Unwaking had decided today that it was an ocean bed, sans seawater. That was all right with Simon. He was tired of rattlesnake.

He started the morning with basic maintenance, oiling the wood and leather of his left hand. Then he had breakfast, a bit of cold pork from a tin and some leftover snake. He resolved today he’d catch a fish. Maybe even a shark. Maybe even a whale, if he could find one. He could live weeks on a whale, if the weather kept.

His long, black hair, streaked with gray, was tied back to keep it out of his eyes. His clothes were all black and silver. He wore a long coat that could be tossed off easy if he got into a fist fight. The old silver badge he kept tucked into a pocket of his shirt. He rarely wore it these days, but it was nice to know it was there.

As he broke camp, his horse shuddered a few times, and collapsed. He swore at it a couple times and then got out the kit. It took a bit of finesse and a lot of hammering, but he soon had the damned thing moving again, belching out steam and smoke as it went.

The sun was glowing a dull red overhead. This was part of the reason he hated Tuesdays. The sun they got on Tuesdays and Thursdays wasn’t good for anything. He much preferred the sun they got Mondays and Wednesdays, which was bright and yellow, and much the way he thought suns should be. Of course, some people like the blue-tinged sun that rose on Fridays and Saturdays. It could be worse, he thought. It could be Sunday. Those were always dark. Luckily, the Law had killed Sunday, so he didn’t have to put up with that anymore.

Other than a change in vegetation, the landscape remained mostly the same. The mesa four miles back was still there, though now there was kelp and seaweed floating up from it, and an old shipwreck leaning up against its side. That was good. Sometimes the Unwaking changed everything. Then it got really easy for a man to get lost. Even one like Simon. Once, he’d wandered three weeks before he finally ended up in a town so small it hadn’t even had a name. That was where he’d lost his hand. He’d traded it to a Longwalker for better eyes.

Right now, those eyes were picking up a small shape far off, moving among the kelp. It was hard to make out, since the kelp kept getting in the way, but it seemed to be a man. And he seemed to be coming Simon’s way.

He wasn’t overly worried. Bandits would be coming at him from the sides, or maybe coming out of the dense kelp bed to the east, where they’d have the benefit of surprise. Most folks who wandered the Unwaking didn’t go looking for trouble. And Simon had gone to great lengths to look as troublesome as possible. Between the rifle slung across his back and the six-shooters at his sides, he wasn’t the sort folks crossed easily.

Simon watched the man walking toward him. There was something odd about the man’s gait. His legs weren’t bending at quite the right places, and his arms were too loose. Still, plenty of things walked the Unwaking that weren’t human. Not all of them were dangerous. He dismounted anyway, wanting to be as mobile as possible. He knew he could outrun any horse ever built. Besides, he didn’t want to risk the thing giving out on him if things got ugly.

As the man got closer, moving around the purple kelp that floated in the air, he started to move more naturally. The bends in his legs got a bit closer to where they were supposed to be. Now his gait was looking familiar. It should. It was the same gait Simon used.

Now Simon unholstered his pistols. Things trying to be other things usually meant trouble.

The thing (Simon could no longer think of it as a man) was close enough that he could see its smile. He knew the smile, and the face it was attached to. It was Ruther’s. Ruther was a gambler from Nowhere City. Ruther had bought him a five dollar lunch once. Simon had a bad feeling that this wasn’t really his friend, though, and he wasn’t going to get a chance to pay that five dollars back.

The thing started running, and the sounds that came out of the mouth sure as hell weren’t human. It sounded like a rusty gate trying to speak Navajo, as interpreted by a violently ill cat.

Simon shot the thing in the head, but it kept moving. He put his pistols away and pulled out his rifle, took aim, and fired.

This time, its head exploded, as heads tend to do when interrupted by a thirty caliber rifle round. However, there wasn’t any blood or brains. Just an odd flesh-colored mess. The body kept moving, running through the kelp. It tore the fronds as it moved unerringly towards Simon.

Simon watched it thoughtfully, then raised his rifle again, took careful aim, and shot off one leg, and then the other. The thing fell into the sand. Now it was crawling toward him, hand over hand. He moved forward until he was just a few feet out of its reach. It struggled towards him.

The places where he’d shot it were a mess, but again, there was no blood or anything else. Just flesh, if you could call it that. It looked a bit like a frayed jellyfish. It smelled like spoiled dough.

He wondered then if dough actually spoiled, of it just got moldy, the way bread did. Nonetheless, if dough did spoil, this was how it would probably smell.

He backed away as it got closer, watching it. It no longer kept the pretense of moving like a human. Its arms bent in any direction as they pulled it along the ground. He wondered how it knew where he was, since it didn’t have any eyes or ears to guide it. It was an amazing creature, he thought.

He reloaded his rifle and shot off its arms. Then, he built up several small bonfires around the bits of the creature with kelp, seaweed and driftwood that had been floating along in the breeze. He collected the used shells, and was soon on his way.



  
    Breakdown



I was headed up 195, on my way to an abandoned mining camp to conduct a little business. Never you mind what kind of business. There was a lot of money riding on it, suffice to say.

The scenery wasn't much to look at. It was the middle of nowhere. I'd last passed a house about half an hour back, and it didn't look much like I was going to see another one for a while. Scrub and mountains dominated as far as the eye could see. Here and there, piles of rock loitered around; their bare faces waiting for a bored teenager with a can of spray-paint. It was a bit disturbing to see them so bare. How barren does a place have to get when there's no graffiti? It's unnatural. I put on the gas so I'd get out of their sooner.

I was cruising about eighty or so when the light came on letting me know I was overheating. I pulled over with a curse. I didn't want to be late. It was a time-sensitive deal. If I didn't show, I knew I'd be out—Well, quite a bit.

Like I said, it was in the middle of nowhere. No houses in sight. Just the road, some power lines, and endless desert.

I'd just checked the radiator before I'd left, so I was pretty mad. I mean, what's the point of buying Japanese if it's going to break like American? Precision engineering my ass.

So, I popped the hood and took a look. I didn't see anything in the overflow tank. Carefully, with a rag wrapped around my hand, I opened the radiator cap. Nothing. I put a hand over it. Wasn't even warm. I leaned over to take a look, and damned if I didn't almost get a face full of steam. As it was, my forehead felt cooked. I straightened so fast I banged my head on the hood.

I slammed a fist on the side of the car, and then looked into the radiator, a little more cautiously. Empty. I shined my pen light in. Completely, utterly empty. Figures, I thought. I would spring a leak with a deal in the works.

I pulled out my cell phone to see about getting the meeting changed around, and maybe call a tow truck. No signal. I was so far out that not even the cell towers could reach me. These days, you're never really alone, not so long as you've got your cell phone. You've got the world at your fingertips. I felt like I was missing a part of myself. It's amazing how you come to depend on these new gadgets.

Well, I was about fit to be tied. But I stifled my anger to a dull burning in my stomach, and took stock of my situation. I seemed to have a leak in the radiator. It had been some time since I'd last seen a town. It was just a particularly desolate stretch of highway. I could wait until someone stopped, but lord only knew how long it would be before some good Samaritan passed by. For that matter, I couldn't remember the last time I'd seen anyone else on the road, good or otherwise.

I had a couple of bottles of water for the trip. It wasn't much, and with a bad leak wasn't likely to help for long, but I figured it might let me limp along far enough to get some cell signal. I waited for a bit to let the engine cool down, and then poured both bottles in. I started up the car, and let it idle for a moment before driving off.

I got maybe ten feet before the overheating light came on again.

This time, I let the engine cool before popping the hood. When I opened the radiator, I found it was bone dry, and so was the overflow. I looked down, but there wasn't any water on the ground, either behind or underneath my car. Where had the water gone? I know that the sand soaks water like a sponge, but there wasn't even a damp patch. There was no sign at all the water had ever been in the engine.

I sat in the car for a while and swore.

An hour passed, and then two. I knew now that there was no way I could make the meeting. At that point, I stopped being angry. Hell, the worst had already happened, hadn't it? I'd lost out on the deal. Now it was just a matter of waiting for someone to stop, and then I could hitch a ride to where it was civilized again. I sat back in the seat, my arm hanging out of the window. I figured I might as well take a nap. I put on the emergency lights, leaned back, and shut my eyes.

I woke up suffocating. I flailed around a bit, banged up against the door and the center console, and looked around. For a second, I thought there was something wrong with my eyes. Then I realized it was heat haze. It had to be a hundred and fifty in there. Every breath I took was like to sear my lungs. I managed to fumble the door open, and half-fell, half jumped out of the car. I took deep, sobbing breaths, drinking in the much cooler air outside.

When I felt up to it, I stood. The damned window was up. Had I forgotten…? No, I had it down, dammit. I remembered it being down when I went to sleep. My car didn't have power windows, so I knew I hadn't just leaned on a button.

I swore for a few minutes, and then looked at the sun. It was mid-afternoon at that point. I'd been there for about six, seven hours. That long, and no one had stopped? Sure, it was desolate, but it was a highway. That meant it went from one place important to another. I should've at least seen someone driving by.

I looked around at the glaring desert. Had something happened? Was there a fire off somewhere, closing the roads? Was that really a cloud over that mountain, or was it smoke? Or maybe it wasn't fire. Maybe terrorists had struck LA, and everything was locked down.

I had half convinced myself that World War III had broken out when I started laughing at myself. I was imagining things. I was just a bit overheated, that was all. There probably had been cars going by while I slept. Not everyone's kind enough to stop. They might have thought there was no one in the car, even with the emergency lights on. I just had to wait a bit, and I'd see someone else. Maybe if they saw there was someone with the car, they'd actually stop to make sure I was okay.

So I waited. An hour passed, and then another and a third went to keep them company.

The sun went down, and the road remained deserted.

God, it was dark. No moon, and not even so much as a lonely light in the mountains. Just the dim, sad light of the stars. I could hardly see my hand in front of my face.

I lay back on my hood and looked up at the stars. I'd never seen so many. Heck, there were so many, I had trouble finding any of the constellations. I'm no astronomer, but I can usually pick out the more famous ones. I had a hell of a time finding them, though. I think I found the Big Dipper, but it seemed shaped wrong, with too much of a bend in the handle.

I'd been watching the stars for a bit when I heard something moving in the scrub nearby. At first, I had a wild thought that it might be a person, but the footsteps didn't sound human. I reached in my pocket for my penlight, and fumbled it on.

About fifteen feet away, at the farthest reaches of the dim light's beam, I saw two eyes, about four, maybe five feet above the ground. There was a low, throaty growl.

Carefully, slowly, I turned my penlight off and leaned forward, getting a bit of leverage. Then I threw myself to the other side, swore as I landed on my keys, and then scrambled into the car, slamming the door shut behind me. I locked it for good measure.

I realized then that I'd left the penlight on the ground outside. I considered turning on the interior lights, but decided I didn't want to attract anymore attention from the thing outside.

I heard it approach my car. I heard the faint snuffling as it tested the air. I could see the barest outline outside. It seemed to be more or less canine, but it was too big to be a dog or coyote. Mountain lion? I thought. I knew it wasn't a bear.

It nudged the car, and it shook a bit. Whatever it was, it had some mass. It sniffed the door handles, and stood on its hind legs, its front paws on the back of the car. It was bigger than a man. Then it jumped gracefully to the top of the car. There was a bit of groaning from the chassis, but it held. I heard it curl up, and then its breathing became deep and regular. It had fallen asleep, and I was trapped.

I was too frightened for a long while to do anything but try not to scream.

I went to sleep eventually, though. Scared as I was, I hadn't gotten much sleep in the past few days. Too busy with the deal.

When I woke up, it was early in the morning. I was sore as hell from sleeping in the car seat, and my legs were cramped. I couldn't hear anything from up above, so I supposed that the animal, whatever it had been, was gone. Probably went to hunt something not tinplated.

I was ravenous. I hadn't eaten anything since breakfast the day before. And that'd just been coffee and some uppers. Luckily, I kept jerky in my glove compartment, just in case. Never know when you'll end up somewhere you can't get a decent lunch.

I reached in and screamed. I whipped my hand out, and found that my glovebox was crawling with maggots. They clung to my hand, and I shook desperately to get them off.

I decided I wanted out of the car right then and there, so I chanced opening the door and looking around. Nothing. Just some prints on the ground. Don't ask me what kind they were. Do I look like Grizzly Adams to you? They came from something big, but they could be dinosaur tracks for all I know.

How the hell had maggots gotten into my car? You don't need a degree to know you need flies for maggots, and I think I would've noticed a few dozen flies buzzing around. For that matter, what were they eating? There were way too many for one little package of jerky.

I opened the door, and looked at the wriggling mass. They were covering something, but I didn't want to go poking around them to find out. A dead rat, maybe? It was odd that there wasn't any odor.

I looked around, made sure there wasn't a cop (though for once, I wouldn't have minded if there had been), and got out my cleaning kit. I've had to clean cars out before, though usually long before maggots show up. I made sure the suitcase I'd been taking to the deal was all right (it was), and then set to getting rid of the maggots.

I swept the mass, maggots and all, into a trash bag. Then I carefully got rid of the rest. Nothing in the glove box was salvageable. Looked like something had been rotting in there for a while. Everything was covered in juices and maggots.

I took the whole bag of it and tossed it a dozen yards or so off the road. Then I went back in and sat for a while. I would have sold my soul to be able to run the air conditioner. It was still pretty early, but it was going to get hot soon.

I made a bit of a tent, using a tarp from the trunk, stretched from the top of the car to the ground. It wasn't much, but at least it was shade. I also took out a gun I kept under the spare tire. I was going to be prepared when night fell.

I kept an ear open for cars, but still didn't hear any. I was beginning to think maybe it really was World War III. No highway is ever that deserted. Not in this day and age.

I began to notice other oddities. I hadn't seen any birds. No little songbirds, no ravens, no hawks. Buzzards are usually a bad sign, but I would have welcomed a buzzard by that point. Not even any insects, no ants or beetles. No signs of life except for the maggots and the creature in the night.

I was really wishing I hadn't poured those water bottles into the radiator. I was starting to get thirsty enough I hardly remembered that I was hungry.

I gradually became aware of a buzzing sound. At first, I thought it might be some of the missing flies, but then I realized the buzzing was coming from every direction. I looked around, and couldn't spot it. I moved my head, but it didn't change. The buzzing was in my head.

I chalked it up to thirst. I knew something was wrong, of course, but I wasn't sure what, and didn't care to speculate.

I decided at this point that if anyone did pass, they were going to stop, come hell or high water. So I took my car, put it in neutral, and pushed it so it lay across the road.

I set the tarp back up and sat for a while, listening to the buzzing. It seemed to get louder with time, though it might just be I was more focused on it.

While moving the car, I'd found the penlight. It was on the roof, chewed up like an old stick, settled in a slight dip where the creature had made its bed. This was a Maglight, with a metal skin, and I would've sworn nothing short of a crocodile could've made a bite mark on it. I was starting to really hate that thing.

It was late afternoon when the clouds came over the mountains. I watched their slow, steady progress greedily, and in the evening, when I smelled new rain in the distance, I damn near cheered.

It was almost dark when the clouds reached overhead. I stood, my hands upraised, waiting for the first drops to fall—when I heard something growling in the bushes.

I threw myself into the car again, and this time the thing slammed against the door, growling at me. I got a better look at it this time. Its fur was dark brown, and its body was more like a wolf's than a mountain lion. But its legs were too thick for that, and it had more massive jaws than any wolf ever born. It glared at me through the window, and I could almost swear it had a human's eye.

It climbed up onto the roof again. Shortly after, the rain started. All the water I needed, just out of reach.

It was a long and miserable night.

When I woke up in the morning, I didn't hear the creature. I carefully rolled down the window a hair, and then opened the door a crack. I finally stepped outside, and found the monster was gone.

So was the water. It couldn't have been more than seven in the morning, but the ground was already as dry as a bone. So was my car, even in the depression caused by the creature's weight. I would have cried, if I could have spared the tears. The buzzing was worse than ever.

I sank to my hands and knees on the ground, and it was then that I noticed something. My car was shorter than it had been. The bottom of the frame was nearly level with the ground.

At first I thought the tires were flat, on top of everything else, but then I noticed that they were sunk into the asphalt. Then I noticed something else. My hands were wet. I looked at them, thinking that maybe the asphalt had kept some of the water.

It was blood. The skin on the palms of my hands was gone. I stumbled away from the road, and looked at my shoes. The soles were no more than half as thick as they'd been. The knees of my jeans were frayed and thin.

The car sank a bit lower into the asphalt. I didn't watch anymore. I just ran. I stumbled over bushes, fell into arroyos, tripped on rocks, but I kept going, and never looked back. I wrapped my hands as I went, to stop the bleeding.

They found me, three days after I'd started out, wandering in the middle of the desert. I was half-dead, they tell me, raving about monsters, asphalt, and water. They chalked it up to dehydration.

But I know better. I can still hear the beast growling; can still feel the squirm of maggots on my hand. And I never scraped the skin off of my hands on any rocks. The skin was peeled away, or maybe melted.

They never found the car, and they never will, either. It's gone, gone into whatever piece of hell I found myself in. I don't care. Let them have it. I'm staying out of there. I'll take the city, thank you.



  
    The Six Day Week, Being an Account of Simon Heller's Last Days in the Unwaking, Part Two



It was several weeks later when Simon’s horse lurched into New Lem. He was walking beside it, cursing it with every breath.

The landscape had turned to swamp five days earlier. The horse had promptly gotten stuck in some quick sand. It had taken him all day to dig it out and get it working again. He hadn’t been able to find a trustworthy source of water, and so all the water he had either went to drinking or to the horse’s boiler. He couldn’t close his left hand; it was so full of grit. His clothes were covered in yellow-brown mud, and he figured he must look half like the golem of Shibboleth Junction.

He looked around the town. He’d been to New Lem before, and not much had changed. There was a new roof on the town hall, it looked like, and maybe one or two new buildings. But mostly, it was the same two-horse town it had been when he’d left it. Three-horse, counting his own no-good worthless hunk of tin.

The buildings were mostly made of wood and stone, in circular affairs that reminded him of the huts they made in the wilder places. Except for the town hall and the old church, there weren’t any taller than one-story. When they needed more space, they’d just make a new building and connect it with the old with round-topped hallways. The town was painted in whites, blues, and greens, and it was said that it was a poor substitute for the home they’d left behind. Apparently there’d been a flood or some such and they’d high-tailed it someplace new.

The folks of New Lem weren’t human, or at least not his sort of human, being somewhat scalier than was usual. Still, they didn’t cheat at poker, and what was a little roughness of the skin to that?

“Howdy,” said a tall Lemian Simon recognized as the mayor. He wore a fancy white suit with golden buttons and a bicorn hat. “Master Heller, is it not?” His English was a little stilted, since he only ever used it on outsiders.

“That it is,” Simon answered. “I’m on my way to Nowhere City. Figure I’ll stay here ‘til the swamp passes over.”

“Well, pardner, thou’rt surely welcome,” the mayor said, crossing his arms. “But see that thou dost not make any trouble this time, or thou wilt hang like the varmint I know thee to be.”

“I’ll keep it mind, sir.” Simon didn’t pay the mayor much mind, or his somewhat insulting use of the familiar pronouns. Some folks insisted on “you” and “your,” but Simon wasn’t particular, especially not with fellow lawmen. New Lem didn’t have a sheriff, so it was the mayor’s job to keep order.

Simon was planning to avoid any trouble. Last time he’d been here, he’d nearly gotten his head blown off when he went after the Unseelie Kid. He could understand why the mayor might be less than pleased to see him. No one ever was, when the Marshal came to call. But he didn’t have any business here this time.

Children watched him curiously as he and his horse made their way up the town’s main street. Some were carrying the animals they kept as pets in these parts, things that looked like a cross between a raccoon and a monkey, with extra long, prehensile tails.

“Will you show us a trick, mister?” said a boy, waving his hands excitedly. His English was easier than the mayor’s. Young’uns always did learn quickly.

Simon smiled. He liked kids. He sometimes wished he had a few, at least so he’d know about them.

He took out one of his pistols and loaded it with a specially marked bullet. He took careful aim, and shot the tower on the town hall. There was a small flash when it was hit, and then it seemed to burst into green flames. After a moment, the flames gathered themselves together into the form of a bird, which flew off into the blue Friday sun.

The children clapped and cheered as they watched the show. Simon got his horse moving toward the town’s one hotel. He just wanted to get his horse stabled and himself into a bath. He was too dog tired from moving through the swamp to think about much else.

He got checked in, and, after stowing his horse and his gear, he got into the bath, and settled in to let it work the dirt from him.

He ended up having to refill it and soak again before he got all the muck off of him. He then worked his hand clean and movable, and went to his bedroom.

He paused with his hand on the doorknob. There was someone inside. They weren’t making any noise, but they’d touched one of his spare guns. He always knew when someone touched one of his guns. The left colt, by the feel of it. They weren’t holding it, but had merely brushed up against it. He concentrated on the sensation, and tried to learn as much about them as he could. There was something familiar…

“You gonna stay out there all day, Simon, or are you comin’ in?” said a familiar voice.

“Ruther!” Simon said, pulling the door open. There was the man himself, twirling that ridiculous handlebar mustache of his! “You sorry son of a dero, what the hell are you doing here?”

“Heard you were in town and figured I’d drop on by,” Ruther said. He was wearing the same frock coat Simon had seen him wearing last, with its ribbons and beads sewn onto it. He had that monocle he always claimed let him see a winning hand, and the ring he’d won off the old soldier in Nemia Gulch. He was a bit paler than usual, but seemed otherwise in good health. He stood just to the side of the mirror on the dresser. Simon was half-surprised he hadn’t been looking at himself in it.

“Well, you’re a sight for sore eyes,” Simon said. “What are you doing so far from Nowhere City?”

“Well, I owed the GearMarshal a favor, and he called it in. Said there were some rumors of trouble out this way, and asked me to look into it. I didn’t have anything else going, so I went."

“Did you find anything?” Simon asked. “I saw something walking around with your face on it. Made me a bit worried.”

“Reckon that was the same thing I met up with,” Ruther said, his face looking more drawn, and his expression a bit more serious.

“How’d you get past it? I was afraid you didn’t make it,” Simon said.

Ruther looked a bit pained. “Well, as to that, Simon…”

“You did make it, didn’t you Ruther?” Simon asked. His hand brushed the top of his six-shooter out of habit.

The air seemed to let out of Ruther. At the same time, he faded slightly, so that Simon could see the bedstand behind him. “I’m afraid not, Simon. I’m sorry. Tried to get here in time, but that damned thing caught me on the way.”

“I see,” Simon said. “Still here to warn me, I’m guessing?”

“Yep,” said Ruther’s ghost. “Came back to do it, and don’t think you don’t owe me for that.”

“What are the rules,” Simon asked wearily. He’d been so happy to see Ruther. He should have seen the signs.

“You’ve got three questions.” Seeing Simon’s face, Ruther hastened to say, “Don’t worry, I don’t count the ones you already asked, Simon. I wouldn’t do that to you. Hain’t we always been friends? Hain’t I always done right by you?”

“You’re right. Sorry, Ruther,” Simon said. After all, it wasn’t Ruther’s fault he was dead. “All right, let’s get to it. What was the thing that wore your face?”

“A child of troubled dreams, born of jealousy and malice,” Ruther said, his voice changing, as though someone else was talking through him. “Sorry I can’t be more specific. I don’t make the rules, you know.”

“Understood. Who let the child loose?”

“He watches from the shadows and waits. He is older than dreams. He seeks to wake the Unwaking. His name is forgotten.” Ruther was fading more now. Simon could make out the grain of the wood behind him.

“Where’s all this happening at?” Simon asked quickly, before his friend could disappear.

“Start at the town of Denner’s Ferry. The trail starts there. Watch for the face, Simon!” Ruther shouted, his voice growing faint. “Beware the face in the dust!” Then he was gone.

Simon stared for a moment. Ruther wasn’t his best friend, perhaps, but he was a good one, and they’d shared bullets more than once, and what more sacred bond was there?

On the floor, where Ruther’s shade had stood, there was a glint. Simon knelt down, and picked up the gold ring that had been on his friend’s finger. One last gift from the dead.

Simon swore. He still hadn’t had a chance to pay Ruther back. He swore to himself that if he ever found a body, he’d make damn sure his friend got a proper burial. If not, he’d just have to find some way to beat five dollars worth of hell out of the nameless bastard behind Ruther’s death.



  
    The Six Day Week, Being an Account of Simon Heller's Last Days in the Unwaking, Part Three



The full moon glinted off Simon’s guns as he crouched behind a rock. Simon felt his heart fiercely pumping as he reloaded. Seven left.

They’d aimed to kill him in the canyon, whoever they were. That was normal. There were lots of highwaymen on the roads. What was worrying was that they were trying to kill him in particular.

There were several reasons this was odd. For the first, not many people would tangle with a Marshal if they didn’t have to. Simon wasn’t by any means the most dangerous of the Marshals, but he was still more than the average bandit could handle. For the second, no one should have known he was there.

He finished reloading, and looked back over the rock. The edge of the canyon was behind him, protecting him from the back. Luckily, they hadn’t put anyone on the far side. He let off ten shots, and ducked down again as several more shots rang around him.

He listened, in a way that had nothing to do with his ears, to the bullets. This was one of the things that made him the GunMarshal. Trick bullets were just toys, fancy hand and eye just tools. Simon Heller could hear the hidden voices of the instruments of war. He heard his own weapons most clearly, but any weapon had a story to tell him.

The bullets that ricocheted off the rock around him told him the highwaymen were looking to kill the GunMarshal. The bullets sang his name as they sought him out. They’d kill him if they could, because that’s what they were fired to do. They also told him that there were only three men left standing. He’d gotten four more of the bastards.

Two bullets left in his gun. That was important, in case they were counting shots. If they were listening, they would have heard five shots. If they were listening well, they’d know there had been twice that, one shot hidden in the ring of another. Either way, they’d know he had bullets left. That would hopefully keep them from rushing him.

He wondered absently if they’d try to bug out or parlay. It would be the sensible thing to do, and if they were bandits, they’d realize they didn’t have the numbers to take him.

He heard footsteps charging him. Not sensible, but he’d had a feeling they wouldn’t be. He waited, and then raised his gun just as the man rounded the stone. The man’s brains sprayed out the back of his head, and his gun fell to the ground, unfired. Simon didn’t touch it.

Simon finished reloading one gun, and then began to reload the other. No hurry.

There was a scream, and six shots marked time on the rock and the ground beside it. This was interesting. One of the men had just used up all of his bullets. Heller could feel the empty barrels of the man’s gun, and there was nothing left to feed it. Was this a ruse to get him into the other man’s sights?

He decided to risk a look around the boulder again. He saw the man who’d fired himself dry. He was standing up and cursing. He was almost daring Simon to kill him.

The other man was nowhere in sight. Simon could feel him in the distance, but he couldn’t get a fix on where he was. He ducked down before the man could get a good aim on his.

Simon sighed. The two men were either about to attack or try to escape. Either way, he knew he had to make a move fast.

He swung out from behind the rock. The man who’d emptied ran at him, holding his gun by the barrel to use as a club. Simon shot him in the knee, and paid him no more mind. Where was the other?

There were fifteen dead men with the one wounded. Simon frowned. He’d only killed fourteen.

Then he had to keep from laughing. The man was playing possum. He just had to figure out which body was still alive. Aside from the one writhing around clutching its knee, of course.

They were mostly human, with a four-armed bandit, a couple of dwarves, and three furry bodies. The living bandit felt human through his guns, so that made nine bodies to choose from. That made things easier.

Methodically, keeping all nine in his field of vision, he began to shoot each body in turn. On the third shot, one of the bodies jumped up, lifting up a rifle. Simon shot the man three times.

Satisfied, he walked to the man he’d wounded. The man was still clutching the injured limb, and glaring up at him with red-rimmed eyes.

“I’ll kill you, kill you dead, dead for the buzzards, buzzard-bait. Spirit’s gonna take you, spirit’s gonna take your soul.”

“That’s hardly polite,” Simon said. “Why, we’ve hardly been introduced, you and I.”

The man tried to spit on Simon’s face, but could only manage to hit the front of his shirt.

Simon pulled out his handkerchief and cleaned himself up. “So, tell me about this spirit of yours. That what sent you boys after me?”

“You’re the devil, but I won’t yield, I won’t yield to the temptation! Spirit save me! Spirit save me!” The man stank of death and hashish, like a scruffy Assassin. But he didn’t sound like any Assassin Simon had ever met.

“No one here but you and me, friend,” Simon said. “You might as well talk.”

“No!” the man screamed, and something was moving under his shirt. "No, spirit, I will not yield, I am strong, spirit save me! Oh god, lead me not…"

The man began to sob, and then went into convulsions. Simon stopped just out of the man’s reach. He recognized the signs. It was too late. A moment later, the man gave a final twitch, and then was still. A red scorpion crawled out of the man's sleeve and scuttled away. Simon kept his distance.

“Dammit,” Simon said. This had to be related to Ruther and the dough-child. He wanted some answers, and the man wasn’t in any shape now to answer them.

Fortunately, Simon knew someone who might be able to do something about that, and she owed him a favor. It was a little out of the way to Denner’s Ferry, but the more information he had, the better.

He looted the other men’s bodies, careful of their pouches. Aside from scorpions, he found some money, some tobacco and hashish, and fifteen coins, made of gold. They were old, and an eagle could just barely be made out on one side. On the other side of each coin, someone had rubbed out the original design, and scratched a rough semblance of a face. He pocketed these. Their guns he didn’t bother touching. Guns don’t remember far, and there would be no answers there.

They had a few horses, and some honest, flesh-and-blood mules. He piped the horses to his own, and then tied the mules behind. He put the involuntary suicide onto one of the free horses, and then started off again, this time a bit further north.



  
    Asphalmancer



In an average parking lot, you will have the average persons to maintain it. Pavers, painters and other folks who bring their inspection checklists. But there's one you may not have seen. The legendary order of the Asphalmancers. These men and women perform their jobs in secret, in the late hours of the night when only the graveyard shift of the 7-11 are on duty. They bring with them the devices and objects of mystical inclination, such as enchanted 2-liter bottles and glitter of infinite darkness. With these tools in hand, they have their purpose: To appease the gods of the parking lot and bring another day of successful parking.

To begin their ritual, these Asphalmancers will uncap their enchanted bottles, and sprinkle the divine liquid onto the pavement below. This liquid can consist of many things, depending on the lot in question. This diviner has heard reports of black water from the Abyssinian lagoons, fresh water from the fountains of Pasadena, or diet coke from the very department store the parking lot leads to. Whichever liquid they use, it must be dispensed in each corner of the lot.

If proper procedure has been followed, the next ritual phase may begin. The performance of this stage depends on many variables, such as the lot size, shape, temperature, temperament, or the mood of the Asphalmancer. They may decide to take all vehicles which received parking tickets over the day and bless them, or perhaps create an offering of the lots preferred deli meats and foodstuffs.

At the next break of dawn, these sorcerers and sorceresses must return to their domiciles, and await word from their local magistic magistrate as to whether they achieved success. If they fail, dire consequences may result. Some vehicles resting within the lot may be mysteriously keyed by unknowable dark forces, while others may see their windows dinged by unseen force. Such is the wrath of unfettered and enraged parking lot gods.

So if you ever skulk to a convenient grocer in the low hours of night and see a man in a wizard outfit sprinkling expired lime soda on the ground while performing strange motions, do not see him as a figure to be pitied, but as a hero. Give them your appreciation, or perhaps join them as they try to keep the lot safe for another business day.



  
    Broken Vows



On the corner of Hookside and Lodgeside, there is a lone pawn shoppe, where few Suvian citizens stop to explore. The proprietors are lonesome and weary folks, unlikely to speak to anyone who rings the entrance bell. Most boxes on the first floor are full of normal pawned items. Old books, mysterious pipes and tools, even a fork or two. Most stop here, leaving the store and returning to the streets by which they dwell.

Once in a while, a soul may find the staircase in the back. It is a cramped, dusty elevation, with cracked yellowed wallpaper and dull incandescent lights. The steps would creak as they walked up to the unknown, waiting to see if this too would be a red herring.

The lights of the second floor are smooth and with a tinge of blue. The traveler may blink as they emerge, with the return of sight revealing an unusual sight. Wedding gowns, arranged in rows, standing rigid and still as the dust and age roll by.

The first one is blackened with age, accompanied by pockmarked gloves and a blood red veil. It has been here for many years, but has not been worn for even longer


She waited at the altar, praying for his return. He never did. War claimed another life, her life and his. When she found of his fate, she attacked soldiers in the Fredigo province and was skewered by a militiamans blade.



A petite blue dress, with embroidery of lilacs. The gloves are a pure white, with a cyan tinged veil. A layer of dust has settled and ingrained itself into the soft cloth.


She waited for her new husband, watching him as he was assisted to the altar. His face was speckled with warts, moles and crevices that seemed to have been eroded by the rivers of time itself. His lame hand hung weakly at his side. She looked over at her parents, and they nodded eagerly

"You may now kiss the bride…"



The many layers of the dress have sagged in time, turning a pallid green in color. The fingertips of the gloves have been worn away by use, with a black-red stain burrowing into the thin pallid veil. It sags forward on its stand, ready to collapse.


… It hurt. There was blood in her fingers, running down the evening gloves. Look up, see him standing. So much hate contempt disgust he's walking away follow can'f follow the blood is coming through too much blood it hurts so much why did you hurt me

it doesn't hurt anymore



At the end of the hall is a pair of rings, sitting in a plush case. The pillow is threadbare and faded, with a glass case cracked and tarnished. The rings are almost as old as the case, but have a golden sheen dimly glinting under a layer of decay. There is an old inscription on the petite inner band, waiting for a wearer.


We vow we shall love together in harmony, as long as we both shall live.





  
    Reflection of One's Lifetime



Stay close, children, and I will recount to you a story that will serve you well in your lives. The sun is drawing to an end now, and I know I will not see it rise as I used to.

When I first became an adult, I wanted to fly. To begin with, I was in shambles, and could not go far without having to stop. Still, I wasn't satisfied staying in one place, so if I couldn't fly, I would walk. So I did. This was my existence for a… a while. Walking. I know now, with the benefit of age, that it wasn't a long time; but a felt like a whole life in and of itself. It was a simple, but maybe, boring existence. It was during my latter years that things really started to… to become more free.

When I underwent the change and my wings started working as they damn well should have from the start, I was able to make proper use of my life. It was… magnificent. I could fly and fly and see, unrestrictedly, the entire world! And the things I saw! In the far, far distance, were the pale and faded shapes of huge giants, a hundred times my size, and a thousand yours. I made towards the nearest one, and made it my ultimate goal for the period. I wanted to see one of these things up close.

It was such an odd creature. Its surface was coated in these thick hairs, like the things at end of my body, but magnified tenfold. Behind these, I could see its skin. Pale, almost white. From where I landed on the thing, I could see this surface continue for some distance. From the left, at least. When I turned myself to look right, I saw it had moved its face to turn and look at me.

I was both terrified and struck dumb by its beauty. Its eyes were almost the size of my body, with black in the centre and brown outside it, with white outside that. They were set into the middle of its face, and flat, and its mouth extended twice my span in front of it. It breathed out, and I was blown off its body, taking to the air again. Looking back, I saw it gradually open and close its mouth, producing a clicking sound, after which it slowly move its head back.

I moved on, satisfied with having seen enough, and began flying away. I passed many things as I did: a complicated, cold, meshed, shiny-grey box; a soft, torn thing, that looked a little like that creature I encountered so long ago, but tiny and unmoving. There was also a sort of cylindrical monument, constructed of a similar material to the mesh, but instead made into a sort of continuous, uneven surface. The thing was dented and hilly, but still had a surface like water. It made me think of the pond I was born in.

I was definitely, by that time, in my twilight hours. It was then that I encountered your father and reproduced. That's where this story ends. Your father died before the day was out, so now it’s just me.

The sun has set now, and my wings are tired. I know I can’t ever fly again. You’re going to see many nights and days beyond the surface of the water before you go into adulthood, but when your juvenility ends, you’ll realise how precious they are. It’s a shame I won’t live to see you hatch. You’ll do fine without me, though, as I did without my mother. And my mother, presumably, did without hers.

I’m going to die in a few minutes, so I still have a bit left. You have such little time in which to fly freely, children. Please… please use it well.



  
    For the Glory



There's a common myth that when you die, you're allowed to challenge Death to a chess game for your soul. That's true, technically. Turns out chess isn't the only option. Any sport, game, or activity you can think of can be challenged, and he has to oblige. Perfect for a former boxing heavyweight champion such as myself.

I glanced over at the skeleton and grinned. The figure – formerly clad in a menacing tattered robe but now wearing a too large pair of gym shorts – was struggling to tie up his gloves. After a few minutes of grunting and swearing, he finally managed to slip them on. I forced a laugh down. The Grim Reaper, so terrifying a creature, now stood before me wearing gym shorts that extended past his knees and bright red boxing gloves almost as large as his skull. The awkward thinness of his bones perfected the look. If only I had a camera. We stepped into the ring.

The bell rung out, and we dropped down into fighting stances. At least I did. He crouched self consciously, his shoulders tensed up, his legs spread too far apart. He hopped forward to me and swung his fist. I saw it coming from a mile away, slipped down, and drove my fist forward with all the power I could. A crunch echoed through the halls as his ribs snapped. Marrow dripped to the ground. He stumbled backwards into the ropes, and I leaped in for the kill. Just before I could deliver it, he ducked under my arm and stumbled back into the center of the ring. His eyes flared as he raised his fists.

“Come on, at least try to stand your ground,” I said as I moved forward.

"OKAY". The voice rang through the ring, and Death darted forward. Before I could blink, his fists mashed into my face. My nose caved with a sickening crunch. I was falling through space. I'm not sure how long. Half a second maybe, but it felt like an eternity. Then I landed and everything was still, until I rose to my feet.

“What the hell?” I said as I brought my fists back up. “How did you do that?”

He shrugged. "I'M A QUICK LEARNER". Again he stepped forward to me. Stepped isn't really the right word. He was there, and then he was right up against me, with only a blur in between. This time I was ready. The blow only glanced off of me as I turned into the ropes, but still, it hurt. Blood flew through the air. I swear to God I could have counted each droplet, that's how focused I was. Unfortunately, focus wasn't enough.

I don't have any idea how I survived those next 30 minutes. Blow after blow flew into my body, my head, sending blood splattering and bones snapping. Each time I would lash out instinctively, and each time my fist would land on nothing and be returned by one just as vicious. I don't know how many times I fell. I don't know how many times I begged myself to give in, only to stand back up.

But as we fought, I became aware of something. When we had started, it had just been us, the ring, and the surrounding void. As time went on, people began to appear around us. Not people – spirits. Some were human, yes. But there were animals, aliens, twisted monstrosities, things so beautiful they would make you weep, and they were all cheering. It started as two people crouched by the stage, yelling encouragement. Then a few more trickled in and joined the shouting. Then a few more. Soon there was an entire stadium around us, every seat filled. And every single person was cheering.

I thought it was for him at first. But then I began to realize it wasn't. It was for me. They wanted me to beat the bastard. Just one person was all it took. One person to win and show them that their hopes weren't futile. I knew then that I couldn't lose.

On his next punch, I moved faster than I knew I could. Sweeping under the blow and rose up, putting the entire force of my body into a single uppercut that caught him and flew him into the air. He smacked into the ropes and lay still on the ground. The crowd was still. Come on you prick, I thought, stay down. You have to stay down.

He didn't stay down.

Instead, he rose up, stretched his arms, and went right back to using me as a punching bag. He rained blows down on me with ten times the fury he had before. There was no time to counter or dodge. I just backed against the ropes and took it. I don't think I had the energy to do anything else.

Finally he backed away and watched me. Every muscle in my body cried out for relief. My knees shook. But I didn't fall. I couldn't fall. There was no way I was going to lose this, not with my life on the line, not with all these people watching. I'd never lost before and I wasn't going to lose this one.

But I did. My legs buckled and fell. I tried to will myself up, to push my body back into working condition, but all I could manage was a blink. Unconsciousness took me then. I woke up somewhere else. Death, back in his traditional garb, stood over me.

"YOU DID WELL", he said. "BUT THAT ISN'T ENOUGH."

I coughed. “No. I guess it wasn't.” My voice was weak, nothing but a hoarse half-whisper. My body shook, and I realized I was crying. Not much, but I was.

"THERE IS NOTHING TO BE AFRAID OF. YOU'RE GOING TO A BETTER PLACE THAN YOU WERE BEFORE."

“It's not that.” I looked up. “It's that you beat me. I've trained for years. Countless hours. They called me the best, and I was the fucking best. Then you come along and beat me.” I slumped. “Shit, what's the point if you can't be the best?”

"THAT'S ONLY GOING TO HURT YOU."

“Yeah. That's what they said. But look where I ended up. I stood on top of the mountain and looked down at the rest and saw that I was finally where I needed to be. They don't understand do they? They wouldn't understand that now, I just have more mountain to climb.”

"I SEE."

“Is it time to go now? To pass on?”

"YES."

I sighed. “Then let's go.”



  
    Every Story, Someday



After the rain, the air grew scarce, so the worms crawled up to the surface by the hundreds. The boy was waiting for them, and as he scooped them up into the bait jar, he read a few: "mucus", "squamous", "maladroit", "slough". The largest worm read, "moist nugget". "Wow," the boy thought as it wriggled in his hand, "the fish will love that one."

Last night, when his father told him they'd go fishing today, the boy had been so excited. It would be his first trip outside since the hospital stay. Dad said the fresh air would do him good. The boy thought maybe he was right, and besides no one cooked fresh caught fish better than Dad did.

Wildflowers were blooming near the path back to the lake. "Quintessential", read a particularly large one. "Gossamer", "effervescent", and "palimpsest" grew nearby. The boy decided he would get some of these on the way back from fishing. Mom would love them. A blur of colorful wings fluttered through the blossoms and landed on his hand. "Tintinnabulation", it read. The boy watched it slowly flap for a moment, and then fly away.

His father waved from the pier when the boy got close. The boat was ready and they climbed aboard. The boy threaded "slough" onto a hook, and they headed out. Dad knew the best fishing spots.

…

The hospital had been no fun at all. The doctors wouldn't let him have any adjectives, just nouns, verbs and prepositions. They said all the modifiers had made him sick, and that he needed a more balanced diet. "I know you don't like it," said one of the nurses, "but dialogue is filled with pronouns and conjunctions that a growing story needs." He promised to do better, and the nurse patted him on the head.

…

The boy reeled in the first fish as fast as he could. He was so proud, but Dad said it was too small, and made him throw it back. "Sorry, kid," he said, "but that little guy's not worth cooking." The boy read the fish before he let it go,


Grass green. Sky blue.



That's all it said. He had to agree, it wasn't much. Another worm went on the hook, and the boy cast his line again.


River flows to the sea. Rough rocks wear smooth after years and years.



"Now, that's a nice fish, son", said Dad, "A few more like that and we'll be ready for dinner." The boy smiled. He had used "moist nugget" to catch this one. It had worked great.

Three catches later, they rowed back to shore. Dad cleaned the fish while the boy started a small campfire. Minutes later, coated in cornmeal and punctuation marks, the fish were sizzling away in a big iron skillet. They smelled wonderful, and the boy knew they would taste even better.

…

Mom had been in the hospital too, but she was sick with something worse, swollen with purple prose and green ink. The treatment wasn't working, and the doctors said they might have to do some extensive editing. Cutting out the unhealthy text was dangerous, but there weren't many options. Dad tried to reassure his son, but he couldn't hide how worried he was. The man was forty chapters long, but the weight on his shoulders made him look like a short story. The boy wasn't sure if he really believed in The Author, but said a short prayer anyway. There was little else he could do.

…

Hand in hand, the boy and his father walked back from the lake. They stopped on the side of the path where the wildflowers grew. "Dad," said the boy, "Let's get some of these for Mom." "Sure, son," the father replied, "She'll love them."

Later, the boy carefully arranged a handful of "gossamer" and "effervescent" on the neatly trimmed grass. "Don't you miss her, Dad?" he asked. "Sure I do, son," the man replied as he laid a bright red "quintessential" on the pile, "but every story, someday comes to an end."

The boy glanced down at the cut grass leaves. "Good—", read one of them. "—ve you", read another. A brilliant "tintinnabulation" fluttered by, and the boy watched it go. "Yeah," he sighed to his father, "I guess you're right."



  
    Master and Slave



“All men, no matter how free they think themselves, are slaves.”

Martin shifted in his seat and looked around the room. The rows and columns of chairs stretched to each wall of the room, and all were occupied. Unlike Martin, most of the people seated were dressed conservatively, in dark business suits and custom tailored jackets. He pulled his t-shirt down to hide the underwear spilling out of his pants and looked at the speaker, a tall man whose face was hidden behind a black hood. Each word he spoke was emphasized by a sharp hand gesture. Martin had almost tuned out the speech. He was much more interested by the fact that he didn't know how he got here.

“Power does not dictate freedom. Money does not dictate freedom. Humanity and slavery are inseparable concepts.”

How long had he been here? An hour maybe. Two at the absolute maximum. Beyond that everything was a haze. He thought it was night, and he thought he remembered shuffling into the room single file, but the memories were fluid. Every time he almost had the details of one it would slip from between his fingers and reform as something new. He thought of asking the man next to him, but like everyone else, he was too busy scratching notes on the legal pad he had been given. Martin's remained untouched. He picked up the pencil next, doodled a naked lady, placed it back down again. The speakers words slipped through his ears.

“The difference between master and slave is as the gulf between animal and man.”

There was one memory that had solidified in his head. A woman had brought him here. That he was sure of. She had been blond (maybe), and they had met at a library (plausible but not certain). Whether they had talked or not wasn't clear, but if they had he knew they had hit it off. She had been smart, funny, and wicked cultured. But had they talked? The memory shifted. Now he had just watched her from afar. Her beauty had been too intimidating and, when she left, he followed, working up the spine to ask her number.

“But while animals cannot hope to become men, all slaves desire to become masters.”

There were fewer men in the room than there had been a second ago. Some of the chairs had emptied. He hadn't seen anyone leave, but he also hadn't been paying attention. Their chairs, except for notes and pens resting on the seat, were empty. As he watched three small men came and took those away too. The speaker droned on.

“Desire does not equal implementation. There are so few willing to follow through and make the full transformation.”

The three men left. Martin drummed the pencil against the notebook in a cheap Smashing Pumpkins imitation. After the woman, he had slept. There had been unpleasant dreams. Dreams of flying and falling. He had soared, airborne, to touch heaven, then plummeted down again to be cracked upon the earth below. When he woke up she had been making breakfast. After that memory became fluid again. Somehow he had ended up here, to the droning of the hooded man.

“But we trust you.”

What the fuck was he doing here? What the fuck was going on? The others, the ones in their goddamn business suits scratching out notes, they knew. They had to know. He was left stranded, with no memory and no clue. The speaker kept talking, spewing bullshit like a toilet. Four more men had gone. For more had come to take away their notebooks and pencils. Did they pass? Were they let go? He tapped the man next to him on the shoulder. No reaction. He tapped again and said, “Excuse me,” to no response. He repeated it louder. The man just kept scratching jagged notes on the paper. Martin slumped low in his chair.

“You are the ones who can rise up from slavery to become something more.”

Another memory began to form. After breakfast she had offered to drive him home. On the way there he began to feel drowsy. She was talking about philosophy. How each one of us was just a puppet dancing on the strings of the universe. Each of us was a slave of a thousand different factors outside of our control. Free will was a myth for most of us. He questioned her word choice, and she just smiled and told him to go to sleep. Then there had been darkness, then the atonal words of the hooded man.

“We believe in you Martin.”

He looked up. All the chairs were empty. The speaker was standing in front of him, his face inches away from Martin's. Within the folds of the hood, Martin imagined a smile.

“The others were weak. They gave up long ago.”

What the fuck was this?

“But not you.”

When had they left?

“There was a moment when we thought we'd lost you. Came back fine from that though, good job. I wouldn't expect so much from a slave.”

And the words finally came to Martin's lips. “I am not a slave.”

The smile that wasn't there widened. “What an odd thing to say.”

“Let me go.”

“Look into my eyes.”

Two glittering shapes appeared in the darkness of the man's hood. They bobbed and weaved, and Martin couldn't help but stare. As he watched they begin to grow larger. They swallowed up the darkness and expanded beyond it, began to seep into the room beyond. He could feel himself being absorbed in by it. His body buzzed with the sensation of the light entering him. It pushed through every pore in his body. It contorted itself into his brain and he could feel his thoughts being eradicated. The light. The light was all he could focus on. It was beautiful. There was truth in the light. It was a happy place, where he could escape from everything. It would guide him. It would nurture him. If he could make it to the center of the light he would be safe. He would be reborn. One hand reached out. He grasped blindly in the glow, felt something hot and wet move at his touch. He extended his hand farther to it, and the thing moved back again. The light had almost fully swallowed him now. If it did, he knew, it was forever. He would never come out. But did he want to? The light began to move in closer. His body was being constricted. The wet thing moved against his hand. The knowledge came to him if he could catch it, he would be let go. One more time he hurled himself forward, and his hand closed around the thing. It writhed in his grip but couldn't break free. Then the buzzing under his skin began to fade, and the light pulled back into the man. Martin looked down. On his hand was a black mark, a snake twisting around an apple.

“Now do you see?” asked the man.

“I don't know,” said Martin.

“Hm. Give it time. You'll see everything eventually. Masterhood is still far away, but you'll reach it soon. For now, there's one thing you can take pride in.”

“What?”

The man turned and walked away. “You are no longer a slave.”



  
    I Dated A Teenage Cyclops, Part One: The Most Perfect Number



Jane's least favorite subject in school ever forever was Cubic Awareness. It wasn't the material, exactly; she was very handy with cube theory, and treated it as the most natural thing in the world. But that was exactly the problem. Cubic awareness was 90% review, and the ten percent that was novel was still a cakewalk, since it built right on to the other axioms, which she had down pat. So it's excusable if her attention drifted off every now and then, right?

"Wrong", said Mr. Watt, the Knower in charge of tenth grade Cubic Awareness. "This class is about constant four-corner recapitulation of the axioms which describe the intrinsic properties of the universe and which form the foundation of every—"

"Of every other field of knowledge which it is possible for pyramidal wise human to learn about. I know. You're quoting Page One of the text." Jane took special effort not to roll her eyes. Watt had kept her and Amber after class because Amber had been passing notes up to Jane.

Mr. Watt took a bit of paper from the corner of his desk and pushed it in front of her. Exhibit A, in green ink:

Be honest.

Do you still like Wesley?

Mr. Watt folded his arms. "Explain this, you two."

"Well. Wesley and Jane broke up after the Sundown Dance because he said that Jane was changing as a person and he wasn't—"

"No, Miss Ztery, I mean—"

"But everyone knows that's a flimsy excuse and he's really just going after—"

"Miss Ztery, be quiet!"

Jane spoke up this time. "Mister Watt, I'll make sure that Amber never passes me notes after today." She turned to her best friend. "Isn't that right?"

"Understood, Miss Foreman."

Mr. Watt sighed. "Miss Foreman, what's your next class?"

"Earth Truth. Amber has Word Health."

"Alright, you two are late enough. Get over there."

They both nodded and made their exit. This is how it always went: Amber got her into trouble, and Jane dug them out.

The school was structured as two perpendicular hallways lined with classrooms. It had maybe two hundred students in attendance; Jane lived in a proper Cubistic village unit, and hers was pretty large, relative to some neighboring units. She had never been to a city; those were foreign marks of one-cornered cubic earth poison.

"Alright, Jane. Watt's not going to save you now. What's the deal with you and Wesley?"

"He's with Mona now." Jane shot Amber a glare. "That should settle it."

Amber looked back and smirked as she turned into the other hallway. "Sure it should."

Earth Truth was nothing special: the knower played an educational video, which meant plenty of note-taking. The Earth Truth knower, Mr. Alfa was warmer than Watt. He wore muttonchops and tweedy jackets and didn't take himself too seriously. Jane sat in the lower-right section of the room; desks were arranged in each corner to face the center, where Mr. Alfa lectured. She made sure not to sit across from Wesley; the last thing she wanted to see all period was a quarterback making eyes at his new flame.

"Alright, so we know the Earth rotates in quadrilateral, four-dimensional simultaneous four-day cycle. And the two lines that divide the earth into these four quadrants are… can anyone tell me the first?"

The redhead in the front of the upper-right called out. "The Meridian."

"Good. And, Wesley, can you tell me the other?"

Wesley looked up, startled by hearing his name, and brushed back his short-cropped blond hair. "What?"

"The horizontal divisor of the planetary cube, Wesley. You should know this. You watch the other team cross one all the time." This got a couple of chuckles.

"The, uh… the equator."

"Correct. And the important thing to remember about the equator is that it represents the zero line in Earth's plus-minus antipodal system. And what does that mean for Earth's rotation? Anyone?"

Jane raised a hand. "The top and bottom half of the Earth rotate in two different directions. This way, the rotations cancel each other out, creating solid cubic four-day Earth."

"Exactly. That's why we call the Earth cube, despite the spherical physical perception early academia believed in."

Wesley whispered something to Tabor. Tabor was a chubby blond hillbilly kid who didn't live in the actual village unit, just out in one of the corners of the district.

Wesley's idea made him snicker, so he spoke up. "Hey, but what if you don't believe in cubic Earth?"

Mr. Alfa paused from drawing a diagram to turn and answer. "Math is true whether you believe it or not, Tabor."

"Victor don't think so." He pointed at a boy in the opposite corner of the classroom. "Victor does singularity math to find one-corner orb Earth."

"Is this true, Victor?"

Jane watched the boy freeze, completely unprepared to be the center of attention.

He spoke up. "Um… I have studied some older math, but just to see what it's like, and…"

"Be careful, Victor." Mr. Alfa extended his pointing stick at Victor for emphasis. "Before the discovery of cube theory, children used to be educated evil with singularity thinking. They basically denied the entire 96-hour Time space in favor of a one-corner bastard system." Bastard was obscure terminology; you only ever heard it when someone was speaking clinically on Oneist doctrine.

"I know, Mr. Alfa." Victor was in full conflict-avoidance mode.

Tabor looked straight ahead at Victor, grinning. "Don't try to teach anyone evil stupid singularity, ya cyclops."

"Okay, I think he gets the point. No more Oneist discussion in class." Mr. Alfa returned to his diagram. "You know, I hope, that the Earth is tilted. In fact, that axial tilt constitutes an imperfection which forms the ontological basis for life as we" something something something…

Jane wasn't listening. She was watching Victor. He didn't look educated stupid, despite the punk clothes he had on, and a piercing in his eyebrow that almost seemed designed to ruin the quadrilateral symmetry of his face. And yet… it was flattering, in a way. In the right light, his face was actually… looking right at her. Jane darted back to the lesson, and started to scribble along.

The bi-divided rotation of each quadrant forms a spiraling helix that limits Time for humanity to individual face

—each part of the cube is a different year and a different era for humanity

the four-day structure connected to this is regard to

. . .

Jane looked back at Victor, who was now busy writing something. But it didn't look like note-taking. Jane could tell he was really concentrating on the paper, the way his nose was crinkled. Maybe he was doing singularity math…

Suddenly the bell rang. Time really flew today, which, Jane mused, is hard to do in four directions simultaneously.

As the class piled out, Wesley took a golden opportunity. When Victor walked past, Wesley poked out a foot—the sort of split-second twitch not even a ref would notice—and sent the punk tumbling onto the floor. Books scattered.

Wesley passed by, treading on some spilled papers. "Looks like you can't stand on one leg, one-timer."

Tabor added, "Stop being word-poisoned, ya cyclops dumbass."

Victor saw a hand pick up his notebook, startling him. "Wait, don't take that!" He looked back to see Jane, picking up the rest of his books and sorting them together. "You're helping?"

"Yeah." Jane offered him a stack of his supplies; the top notebook had a fresh size-13 sneaker print on the cover.

"Jane, what are you doing?"

She looked up to see Wesley stopped in the hallway, facing her.

"He fell over. I'm just helping him out."

"Just let the moron deal with his own problems."

"I was, but then he tripped Victor."

Someone in the crowd stifled a laugh. If you went to a paint store and inquired, they'd call the shade Wesley's face turned in that moment "crushed berry".

Jane saw one of the notebooks had fallen open. She couldn't resist taking a peek and saw… art. It was partly abstract, partly representational, with flowing shapes and spacey structures and not a right angle in sight. Victor tugged it out of her hands. She realized she wasn't supposed to see it.

"Sorry." Jane chose her next words carefully. "Is that what you've— um. Did you draw that?"

"Yeah." He stuffed it into his pack.

"…During class?"

"Yep." He fastened the ties.

Jane heard footsteps and turned to see Wesley walking toward her. He had just been over there this entire time, just watching.

"Jane, listen…" Suddenly, Wesley was at a dangerous lack of bravado. "Mona and I are over."

"Why are you telling me?"

"Because I thought you deserved to know."

Jane looked him straight in the clueless blue eyes. He was serious. "Isn't your next class at the end of the hall?"

"You remembered."

"Go." Jane said it practically through her teeth.. "You're about to be late."

As Wesley complied, Jane looked back and forth and spotted Victor headed left. She ran over to tap his shoulder. When he stopped to look, she said, "Are you… having trouble in class?"

He shrugged, and it made his shoulder-length chestnut hair bounce. "A little."

"Would you like some help?"

"What do you mean?"

"I could… tutor you?"

"Why would you do that?"

"Come on." She smiled. "I'll have you factoring quaternion equations in no time."

"…"

"I can meet you at your house at fifty-eight o'clock."

The bell rang out, and Jane barely heard an "alright". She dug out a notepad and pen, then raised her finger and thumb to her ear in a "phone" gesture. He scribbled (definitely an artist's handwriting, she thought) the digits and handed it back. "It's a date!"

"What?"

She coughed. "I said, it's at eight! Fifty-eight!"

When the bell ended, the penny dropped: she hadn't been tardy all year. Victor pulled away and waved back as he walked.

"Just remember," she called, "it's 'negative one times negative one equals negative one'! 'Negative one times negative one equals positive one' is bastard evil!"

She turned back and immediately cringed. That seemed funnier in her head.

End of Part One: The Most Perfect Number
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    The Pitch





Ah, hello, hello. Couldn't help but notice ya staring at me like that. Let me guess, you're interested in what's in these vials?
Really? Well I'll tell you anyway. I'm an old man, got nothing to do but talk to myself. You'll understand it when you're older, eh? Anyway, you're not the first one to ask me about these vials.

I know you didn't! But I'm going to pretend like ya did, cause I ain't got nothing else to do. Now shush up and listen. These here bottles got liquid science inside 'em.

Course it makes sense. Just watch. Lemme take just take out this one. Check that label out. 'Evolution'. Bet ya can't guess what's in that one, eh?

Tch. You don't got many friends at school do ya?

Shush up I said! So as I was saying before I was so crudely interrupted, this bottles got evolution inside o' it. This one's got the speed o' light, this one's got Planck's constant… they teach you that in school yet?

Tch. That's the government for ya. Anyway, all twenty-five o' these little bottles got something different inside it. And when you got that thing's bottle, you can have all sorts of fun. Someone with all o' these bottles, they'd be basically God.

I'm going to sell them, what the hell else would I do? 50 dollars a drop. That's a steal, don't try to think otherwise.

You ain't convinced? Alright, alright. Lemme show you something. Say hi to Gregory. Don't worry, he don't bite. Gregory here is my sales partner. Can ya figure out what he is?

Ha, no, he's a hamster. He used ta be at least, before he got a taste o' this. Don't look at me at like that. Just watch. Only one drop o' this stuff and he'll start to get real worked up, yes sir.

Stop that! It's not hurting him. He probably just feels a bit o' tickling. Look at that! Isn't beautiful? A million years o' natural selection, all condensed into a few minutes. And that's just one drop. Think what ya could do with five, or ten. Could change a whole lotta animals couldn't ya? Maybe even try a bit on yourself, see what happens?

Hell no I aint! Do I look stupid? For all I know I'll end up with my eyes on my asshole or something. I just saying it's a possibility.

What's that? Speak up!

All sorts a reason! Ain't you curious about what could happen? Ain't you ever wondered 'bout what the world we be like after you're gone?

How about practical reasons then? With one o' these things, you could become a celebrity overnight. Scientists the world over would flip a pig over ol' Gregory here. If you had two or three o' things to how 'em, how do ya think they would react?

Okay, okay, that's fine. We'll just have to find something a bit up more your alley. Nuclear fusion? You'd be the first kid I met who don't get a bit excited by the idea of mixing up his own elements.

Speed o' light then? Gravity? Food chain?

Really? Most folks don't seem to like that one too much. What do ya plan on?

Hm. Sounds dangerous. You sure about it?

Fine fine. Just try not to do in one I'm around, heh. For that, I'd say you need… 20 drops? You happen to be carrying $1000 in those basketball shorts, kid?

Of course I don't! You pay now or not at all.

Alright, come back then. I'll be waiting.



  
    The Meadow of Silence





From the journal of Melatiah Whatley, June 1987



In one of the distant corners of Reality, there is an overgrown field. Local farmers call it, "The Meadow of Silence", and never go there themselves. Years ago, when I passed that way, they advised me to stay away as well. When I ignored this advice, the farmers did not become alarmed or angry. They simply wished me luck. The most elder among them watched me go, his expression a mix of resignation and perhaps, pity.

Half a day's walk through rocky badlands, that would never yield to any farmer's plow, I came upon an overgrown, grassy meadow, roughly circular and maybe a pistol shot across. It was free of rocks and scrub, and presided over by a single enormous oak. I spied movement in the tall grass, and stepped forward to investigate.

As soon as I entered the circle, silence descended like a thick fog. I could no longer hear the ever present birdsong, the swishing of grass against my legs, or even my own breathing. I tried shouting to the figure hidden in the overgrowth, but no sound came from my mouth. Unnerved though I was, I continued on.

I didn't see the young girl kneeling in the grass until I was almost within arm's reach. She was no older than 18, but her long hair was completely white. I watched her search the ground for a few moments, then pull a tiny, translucent red stone from the dirt. She dusted it off and, although she could not possibly have heard me approach, suddenly looked me in the eye and held out an upturned palm. Upon it was her prize, a piece of rock crystal no bigger than a walnut, unremarkable except for its intense red color.

Her green eyes were slightly bloodshot, and she blinked a few times before weakly smiling. Apparently accustomed to the silence, she did not speak, but simply gestured toward the ground, and raised her eyebrows in an unspoken question. I knelt beside her, and together we resumed the search.

In the first hour, I found several more red crystals, which she eagerly accepted. A blue one, I also found, had a color so deep that it was almost opaque. I offered her this as well, but her expression transformed into a mask of unadulterated sorrow. Startled, I jumped back and dropped the stone. She turned away, and I never found the blue stone again.

As dusk approached, the girl rose, and motioning me to follow, walked toward a small cabin that I had not previously noticed. It lay beneath the giant oak, and just outside it was a long wooden table with many chairs. She took a seat, and poured out her burden upon the surface. The stones made no sound as they scattered about, but I saw that the worthless rocks had transformed into puzzle blocks, made not of wood, but rather of shimmering red crystal.

We sat together, and I watched as she tried unsuccessfully to fit the blocks together. After a while, she grew visibly discouraged, so I reached out to help. She leapt up in alarm and soundlessly screamed, but she could not stop me before my fist closed around a handful of blocks.

"…stop hitting…"

Despite the pervasive silence, I had clearly heard a little girl's voice coming from one of the blocks. Faint, but rising in volume, I heard another, a young boy's voice saying, "…come back some day…". Then I heard more, and more, all talking at once, "…won't have to be scared…", "…stop hurting…", "…eat something…", "…happy again…", "…not alone…", "…no more…", "…crying…". Panic and confusion overwhelmed me, and then blackness.

It was dark when I woke. The voices were gone and my hands were empty. The white-haired girl still sat at the table, clearly frustrated, but continuing to work by lamplight. She had assembled some of the blocks into red crystal cubes, but not many. Hundreds of pieces were left unused. As I approached, an angry scowl warned me away from the remaining blocks. I nodded, and sat to watch her work. Hours went by with no progress, until I noticed the tears rolling down her cheeks, and when she caught me staring, she broke into a fit of violent, soundless sobbing.

I held her tightly, her face against my chest, and her hot tears spread quickly through the fabric of my shirt. Her body convulsed as she continued to silently wail, but I did not let go. Many minutes passed until she looked up at me with tear stained cheeks and pleading, bloodshot eyes. I motioned for her to come with me, to leave the meadow behind, but she broke out of my embrace and sternly shook her head. Pointing at the assembled red cubes, she glared at me and frowned as if to ask, Don't you understand? I shook my head. I did not understand.

Angrily, she turned away and flung open the door of the small cabin. She vanished into the brilliant red interior and without a sound, slammed the door behind her. I stood staring for a moment and then I realized, the brilliant red interior: Her house was filled, floor to ceiling, with millions of loose, red puzzle blocks.

I stepped forward to knock on the door, but suddenly, the cabin was gone. The red blocks were gone, even the table was gone. Only the oak remained, towering over an overgrown, empty field.

I left that place, and walking by moonlight, made my way to the nearby river. I camped on the bank, and laying under the stars, listened to the water gurgle and the night birds call. Sleep did not come easily that night, and when it did, I dreamt only of puzzle blocks that would not fit together and a wailing lament so heart-breaking, that the land had silenced itself rather than continue to bear it.

I should have taken the farmers' advice.
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    The Adventures of Cousin Dan: A House Of Lean Times



Me an' my family are country folks. Always have been, always will be. Most of us are 'bout as remarkable as a pig in a wallow. But not all of us. Some of us are right special, like my Cousin Dan.

He was as big as a mountain and bright as the sun, and ate like a whole herd o' horses. They say he danced with thunderclouds and talked with the flowers. And he was born to my Uncle Leroy and Aunt Petunia, down in Deadwood Valley, where the dusty flowers grow.

Now, my cousin Dan was born in the middle of a thunderstorm, and the wind outside was the devil's own fury. But when the midwife slapped Dan on his backside, he let out such a howl, the wind plumb got scared an' ran away, and they say it ain't shown its face there since.

He wasn't too big when he was born, no more'n twice the size of a normal baby, but he grew pretty quickly. By the time he was five, he was as tall as the day is long, and a few inches more besides. He got so big, in fact, that my aunt an' uncle said as he needed to build hisself a new house, on account that he kept breakin' theirs whenever he stretched his arms.

Problem is, he needed an awful big house, since he wasn't all the way finished growin' up yet. Buildin' it wasn't easy.

First thing he tried was wood. But when he got about a third of the way up, the bottom was broken into toothpicks from the weight of the rest. Next, he tried brick. But when he got about two thirds of the way up, the bottom turned to powder. That wouldn't do, so he then tried steel. But when he put the last bit of roofin' on, the bottom was broke worse than a size-two chair under a size-ten rear end.

Obviously, he needed somethin' harder than steel. He didn't know of anything like that, but he believed that if you needed somethin', you should just look around, and it'll come to you. So, he got up on the highest hill he could find, and took a good look around. He had pretty good vision, too. Had to, to know what his feet were up to. Sure enough, a few hundred miles away, he spotted a farmstead. The folks there, they were in the middle of a drought, and as any farmer knows, there's nothin' harder than lean times. Well, he took a few steps over and asked 'em if he could take their lean times away. They said as he could, if he brought them some water. That seemed a fair trade to Dan. All he needed to do now was figure out how.

He thought for a minute, and then took off his shoelaces and tied 'em together into a lasso. He looked around 'til he saw a river just twenty miles away, roped the river at a bend, and pulled it over to the homestead. The folks were so happy, they gave him their lean times and a giant corn cob pipe, which he used to blow bubbles with, not bein' old enough to smoke.

Anyhow, he took those lean times back with him and used 'em to build himself a house. He got it big enough all right, though he had to make a few adjustments on the original design. For one thing, he hadn't reckoned on the moon when he'd build it, so he had to put the roof on hinges so the moon would miss him.

And that's God's own truth. If I'm lyin', may Paul Bunyan strike me down.



  
    The Adventures of Cousin Dan: Rearview Eddie



Ever had a friend as was too slow? I know I have, and it can be mighty frustratin'. But 'fore you think you got it bad, let me tell you, it could be worse. You could have the problem my Cousin Dan had. Let me tell you about it.

My Cousin Dan had a friend by the name of Rearview Eddie. He was called this on account of all you were like to see of him was his back. He was so fast, he'd catch your own breath for you. When he took it in his head to go somewhere, he'd get there before he left. Had to go back a different way, or he'd meet hisself coming. He was so fast, he raced sunbeams for fun.

And that was the trouble. Ya see, ol' Eddie, he was too fast. Dan an' him would go huntin', an he'd catch his limit 'fore Dan got out his gun. They'd go fishin', an' Eddie'd have a full bucket 'fore Dan baited his hook. If they went on a trip, Eddie would get back before Dan grabbed his toothbrush an' spare britches.

It got so that Dan couldn't hardly do anything with Eddie. This didn't suit either of 'em, so they figured on slowin' Eddie down somehow.

First thing, they tried glue. Sure 'nough, it stuck Eddie to the ground. Trouble was, the ground wasn't stuck to nothin', so Eddie just walked kinda funny with sod on his feet. Next, they tried loadin' Eddie down with stones, but Eddie kept droppin' 'em, and at his speed, it were like a cannonball blast. After that, they tried puttin' a lead boot on 'im. It worked for a bit, but at the next barn dance, it shook loose an' concussed poor Dudley Marner.

It were beginnin' to look like nothin' was gonna work. But Dan wasn't the sort to give up easy, an' he decided to try one more time. So, he sat down an' had himself a think.

While he was thinkin', some kids came out of the schoolyard, jawin' as how school was too slow, an' how it seemed to take forever. Well, that's when Dan got hisself an idea. See, time's like water. It flows everywhere, an' in some places, it soaks in. Schools are one of them places. So're doctor's waitin' rooms and the gov'ment offices. That's why it seems to take so long when you're in there, on account of all the extra time.

He marched over to the schoolhouse an' knocked on the roof lightly, bein' a polite fella. Miss Malley, the schoolmarm, asked him what he wanted in such a tone that made even Dan feel small.

Dan explained that he needed to slow his friend up. He asked if he might take some o' the school's time an' give it to Eddie. Well, it seems school passes as slow for teachers as it did for students, an' she was right willin' to donate.

So Dan, he gets himself a ladle, and dips up some of the time that'd got stuck in the schoolhouse. He put it into a green bottle, stoppered it, an' gave it to Eddie.

Eddie drank up some of the time, an' sure 'nough, he started to slow down right off. And ever after, whenever he started gettin' too fast, he'd get some time from the classroom, before it could pile up too much an' make school too long. An' that's why kids in Deadwood Valley are the happiest in the world.

An' if that ain't every word of it truth, may Stormalong blow me down.



  
    The Adventures of Cousin Dan: The Big Date



Now, most of the time, we all could use a bit of help from our friends. But have you ever had a day when you wished your friends hadn't tried helpin' you? My Cousin Dan sure did. Let me tell you about it.

See, Cousin Dan was pretty lonesome. Most ladies don't want to have nothin' to do with a fella they can't even look eye-to-shin with. He only had to go on one date with a woman 'fore it came clear it wouldn't work out, nohow.

Well, his friends decided it'd be a right shame if he didn't find himself a lady friend, and figured they'd help him out. Rearview Eddie'd spotted a woman nigh as large as Dan was when he was making his rounds o' the world. He asked her who she was, and she told him she was Libby Marigold. Eddie explained as how he had a friend who was bigger'n she was, an' how he'd like to introduce 'em. Libby was amiable to the idea, an' so Eddie took her picture an' ran off to tell the boys.

When he saw that picture, Dan felt his heart beat faster'n a drummer stuck in a light socket. Libby had hair like cornsilk and eyes like fresh coffee. He wanted to go straight off and say his how-you-dos, but Slick Hopkins stopped him. "Now, Dan," he said, "You can't just go courtin' a woman in yer overalls an' work boots. You gotta wear somethin' safistikated, like they got in the city."

Dan allowed as how this was true, but he didn't have a good suit to wear, an' tailorin' one to his size wouldn't be easy. Slick called in fifty tailors and set 'em on an old circus tent. A week later, they had a right nice suit on their hands.

Dan was just about to go off and say his hellos, but Dudley Marner said that Dan needed to get himself a nice bouquet. "Wimmen like flowers, Dan," he said. "Get her a real nice bunch of 'em, so she knows ya like her. You go without some flowers, an' she'll think yer a right bumpkin."

They picked a few flowers, but they kept gettin' lost in Dan's hand. Even sunflowers were mighty puny lookin' with Dan holdin' 'em. Dudley had an idea, though, an' he got fifty politicians together speechifyin' in the rosebed, an' what with all them political words droppin' down, they had themselves rosebushes nigh as big as redwoods a week later. They picked off a few of the roses, an' soon had themselves the nicest, and the biggest, bouquet you ever did see. The thorns from the stems were painted orange an' used for traffic cones.

Dan was all set to go, but then Benjy Harper piped up, "You can't go without your havin' a gift fer her. Ladyfolk can be real particular 'bout that sort o' thing."

Dan nodded, but what he heck was he goin' to give her? If she was anywhere near as tall as Eddie had said, a gift'd have to be pretty darned big to suit her. Benjy said he'd got hisself an idea. Ladyfolks, he explained, liked sweet things to eat. So, he got fifty cooks to put together a big ol' cake for Dan to take with 'im. The rest cleaned up the junkyard for cardboard an' put together a box for Dan to carry it in. And it didn't take them more than a week to get it all together.

So, finally, Dan was ready to get goin'. He had on his nice suit made o' circus tent, the bunch o' roses in his hand, and the cake under his arm. He'd just set off to meet with the girl, when he felt something what chilled his blood.

Rain. Not rain such as you and I get, but the real stuff they got in Deadwood Valley. This stuff don't just clean the Earth, it washes behind the ears. This rain was hard an' fast. In five minutes flat, it did as much as most rainstorms do in a week. Dan didn't have time to rush back indoors, as he was caught right out in the open, and got the full force of it.

When the air cleared of water, Dan was standin' there with his suit soggier'n a frog's newspaper. The roses was down to the stems, all the petals havin' been washed right off. The cake was a squashy mess inside a box what felt it was gonna break any second.

Dan was lookin' mighty dejected an' trust me, a man his size has a lot to look dejected with. He'd been hopin' to meet up with a lady, but he knew he couldn't possibly go see her lookin' as he did. He'd get laughed clear back to Deadwood.

He was feelin' so sorry for hisself, he didn't even look up until he felt someone tap him on the shoulder. This was a new experience for Dan, as most folks needed a ladder an' a team o' sherpas to reach him that high. He looked up, an' who was it but the lady herself!

"You Big Dan Browne o' Deadwood?" she asks him.

"Er, yes'm," Dan said, lookin' away.

"You sorry son of a polecat!" Libby shouted, grabbing one of his ears. "You know how long I been waitin' for your ugly face to show itself? Three weeks I been waitin', an' not a word do I hear 'bout this mystery man who's supposed to call on me. You folks don't got calendars here?"

"Ow! Now you see here, woman!" Dan said, pulling his ear free. "Some things've gotta wait fer their own time. I'm a busy man, an' I can't just drop everythin' just to call on some woman." He straightened up, which normally put his ears out've harm's way.

Unfortunately, Libby was much closer'n most folks, an she could yell down thunder. "Don't you take that tone with me, Dan Browne! Now, you gonna start courtin' me, or am I gonna have to tan yer hide?"

They been together ever since, an' ain't stopped arguing once. An' I swear on John Henry's hammer, that's the gospel truth.



  
    Vendetta



I have gotten my revenge.

Ever since I'd been knocked from the highest cliff in the land, and left for dead on the cold, tile ground. But that wasn't my end. I'd not shattered on the ground, but bounced, preserving my life and igniting a hunger for revenge.

But, I am getting ahead of myself. I am Swolly Bodget, first order of the Steinberger family. We are a noble, semi-transparent people, who live in the great land of the Baer Family China Cabinet. Our family is of noble stature, taking high positions on the third and topmost shelf. We look down upon the silver spoons, wax sculptures, and various doodads and gee-haws. Of course, we have our detractors, in particular a competing noble family.

The Wineglassbergensteins occupy the shelf below us, and covet our precious top shelf spot. We, of course, held the top spot because of our complete status. Every one of our original components was intact, and we shimmered under the low glow of fluorescent lighting. The Wineglassbergensteins, on the other hand, had the misfortune of losing their second smallest tea tray.

Ever thirsting for power, the Wineglassbergensteins hatched a plot to end our reign. Their second largest teacup, known colloquially as "Ervin", hatched a plan to get the top spot by smashing one of our family members. But who, they asked, would be best for the task? They pondered, and piddered, they even went as far as pedaling, and eventually they decided on their target: Me. The smallest teacup in the family would be like taking a spoon from a wax baby hand.

So, when the lights were turned off, they seized me from my velvet-lined collectors edition bed, and hoisted me to the very top of the cabinet. I pleaded with them, telling them that the scuffs on their finishing work would disallow them entry to the coveted top space. But my pleas fell on deaf handles. They cast me from on high, down, down to the unforgiving earth. But I did not shatter. I bounced, and as I did, I swore revenge.

The next morning, I was replaced in my casing, unscuffed and filled with shattering rage. These unpolished gangers were no better than common Dixie cups! They would suffer like one too. I plotted for many nights, with my associates Billy the teaspoon and Reginald T. Sugarcubeholder. We decided that for their crimes, the whole family of Wineglassbergenstein would suffer our wrath. They would look up, and cry, "what light, through yonder Solo breaks?"

We stealthily hopped to their home in the last night of the week, and began our glorious master revenge plan of infinite justice and destruction. We snuck into their camp, and loosened every screw on the wooden platform which held them aloft. Then, in the lower, urban, knickknack wasteland that was the bottom shelf, we threw this pamphlet down.


PEOPLE OF THE LOWER SHELF

WE, THE LOVING AND KIND WINEGLASSBERGENSTEIN FAMILY, HAVE CREATED A FUN ACTIVITY GATHERING FOR ALL WALKS OF DOODAD! JOIN THE FINEST OF CHINA, AS WE CELEBRATE UNITY AND HOW COOL WE ARE

CAKE AND PUNCH WILL BE SERVED FROM US



From here, we waited. When daylight broke, the low waking sounds of the bottom tier were swiftly replaced with excited squeals. There was a stampede of trinkets and thingamajiggers rushing up to the second floor, eager for spoils. Confused, the foolhardy Wineglassbergensteins were overwhelmed by the sheer number of doohickeys storming their gates.

There was a creaking

Then silence.

A great, calamitous sound rang out, crashing, splintering and shattering alike.

Silence reigned again.

Since then, there hasn't been a sound from what used to be the lower floors. We have gotten our revenge, and remain the ruling set of the cabinet. All those who would oppose us, and those we ruled, have been smashed to smithereens. There are those among our camp who think that they all deserved it, and our survival was predetermined. Others say that we acted with too much haste, and lost everything that gave us power

But, in the coming months, things would indeed change. New shelves were installed, new trinkets and antiques placed upon them. They were cold, unconversational types, who never spoke or moved. We pine for the days before, when we could have rivalries and fights, some excitement. But none of that is here, and really, did we ever have any power? The things we presided over were no great feats. This was merely a return to what should have been all along.

In the end, we were only cups.



  
    The Moon Is Out; The Stars Invite





There is nothing more toxic to a fifth grade boy's summer than boredom. There are parents, yes, but parents can be avoided. Book reports can be ignored. Girls can be fled. But boredom, when it wakes and grabs you, can only be waited out. And the waiting is very long indeed. Many a tale has been told of those who died in boredom's grasp, their minds grinding to a halt without the proper fuel of entertainment. Its arrival was a sad inevitability of summer. The only questions were how strong it would be, and how long it might last. For Thomas and Jack, it was very strong indeed.
The two boys were not brothers, though they could have been. Both had similar wavy black hair, brown eyes, and puffy cheeks. Thomas was slightly taller, though Jack was slightly wider. On the bridge of Thomas' nose were a pair of thick, round, black glasses, which were loosely tied at the back of his head by a shoelace to prevent slipping . Running down the length of Jack's arm was a nasty white scar from a tree fall. Thomas had no marks of any kind on his skin. They carried themselves in a similar, unhurried way that made it seem like they were always exactly where they needed to be, even when they weren't.

At present they were in Jack's living room. Jack was splayed out on the couch. He shifted position every minute, trying to find the sweet spot of comfort. Thomas was propped against the wall, doing a handstand and trying to count the turns of the ceiling fan. He mouthed the numbers to himself, but could never get past seven. A layer of sweat coated both of them- the temperature outside was approaching a hundred and seven degrees. A fly buzzed from wall to wall, trapped.

There came the sound of clattering and cursing from the back of the house. Both boys looked up. Such a display of a vulgarity was a rare thing in the household, and they never passed up an opportunity to spy on one as it happened. The cursing continued, moving closer to the living room, until Jack's father rounded a corner and stomped in. He was dressed in dirty overalls, and fiddling with a tightly entangled bundle of wire. When he entered the room he looked up, and an expression of surprise darted across his face.

“Oh. Hello boys,” he said.

Thomas slid off the couch and onto his feet. “Hi dad.”

His dad looked at them for another minute. Nobody moved. “So,” he finally said, “would you two be interested in helping me with a little project?”

The two boys glanced at each other. Project could mean many things. It could mean their escape from boredom and the welcoming arms of fun. It could also mean hours of backbreaking labor in the hot sun that was even more boring than sitting on your head and counting fan turns. Jack made some quick calculations.

“What is it?” he said.

His dad stroked his chin. “For you two? Just moving some things from the shed to the yard.” He reached into his pocket a dug out a brown wallet. “I might be willing to pay you ten dollars for it.”

Ten dollars could buy a lot of fun. “Okay,” said Jack, and grinned. “I'll do it.” He looked at Thomas, who sighed and slid down from the wall.

“Fine,” said Thomas.

“Excellent,” said Jack's dad. He turned and began walking back through the house. Thomas and Jack followed. Thomas' dad opened the back door and motioned for the two boys to step through. They did, and instantly recoiled. It was like stepping onto a bed of coals. Jack leapt back inside with gazelle-like speed. Thomas felt more sweat bubbling from his skin, and the soles of his feet searing, but stood his ground. Jack's dad grinned.

“Some shoes might be nice,” he said. The boys agreed, and clambered back into the house. Four minutes later they re-emerged, freshly shoed and ready again to face the sun. The three boldly pushed their way through the yard, weaving a path to the shed. The lawn looked like a battlefield. Gardening equipment, tools, and boxes were strewn about. Brush, sticks, and cordwood were piled like bodies to the side. In the center was a workbench. Thomas averted his eyes. His dad swung open the shed door and stepped back.

The inside of the shed had managed to avoid the heat. When the door opened a wave of cool, dry air poured out. Thomas and Jack breathed sighs of relief and moved closer. Thomas's dad stopped them. “First let me tell you what you're actually doing.” He motioned to a cluster of boxes, three high and three wide, in the center of the shed. “I want you to move those out to the yard and put them next to my workbench. They're heavy, so it'll probably take both of you to move one. Holler if you need help.” The boys nodded, and he left.

They examined the boxes. They were each a few feet tall and wide, a drab brown color, taped shut. Thomas pushed at one and found it was, indeed, heavy. The top boxes were stacked too high to reach comfortably- he could just barely reach the edge. He walked around the stack, and saw that the ones in the back were lower, only stacked two high. After some shoving and grunting, the boys managed to goad it to the ground. It fell with a thick thump. They squated, worked their fingers under it, and stood. Then they shuffled clumsily through the shed door and towards the workbench, where Thomas' dad was sawing a branch and going out of his way not to give them help. They shuffled onwards, twice dropping it before they managed to place it next to the workbench and collapse in a heap. Thomas' dad looked down at them. “Giving up?” he asked. Thomas shook his head, but stayed where he was. Jack started to work his way to his feet.

They went through the process ten more times before falling to the shed door, defeated. They lay in the dark cool air motionless for a long time before Thomas stirred. He moaned, and rolled over onto his stomach. Jack gave him a stare, and also pushed himself up. Then they were still for a long time again, before Jack said, “Should we do more?”

Thomas shook his head. “No.”

“I think we should do more,” said Jack, and stood up.

“I can't do any more,” said Thomas. He also stood up.

Jack walked over to the remaining boxes, put his hand on one, and gazed at the rest. Something caught his eye, and he jerked his head downward. His eyes lit up. “What's this?”

Thomas came over to look. On the floor, under where the boxes had been, was a small groove in the floor. It was about an inch wide, a half inch deep, and four long, in a neat rectangular shape too defined to have happened by accident. He reached down and ran a hand through it. It extended back slightly farther than what was showing, forming a small handle. Jack gripped it and pulled. A section of floor under him rose slightly, but the weight of the remaining box kept it down. Thomas walked to the box and threw his full weight at it, struggling to make it budge. Jack came over to help. After five minutes of grunting and heaving, they managed to slide it against the wall. Thomas walked back to the groove and pulled at it again. This time the section of floor rose with no complaint. It was a square, rectangular part, about three feet on each side, and Thomas now saw that it was hinged on one end. He opened it fully and the two boys peered into the newly found hole.

It was completely black. Jack took a rake and poked it in. It jolted against the bottom. He looked at Thomas, shrugged, then jumped down and disappeared. Five minutes later he climbed back out. “I'm going to need a flashlight,” he said. Thomas raced back to the house. When he returned with the light, Jack was back in the hole, making a pile of rectangular, multicolored blocks the size of fists next to it.

“What's this?” said Thomas. He passed the flashlight to Jack.

Jack shrugged. “There's a whole bunch of 'em at the bottom,” he said. “They're really light. Kinda warm too.” Thomas picked one up, confirming that they were, in fact, light and warm. He tossed it from hand to hand.

“Interesting.”

“They're awesome,” said Jack. He shone the flashlight around. “This goes really far back. I can't see the wall, and I think it might go under your house. It kinda slopes down a little too.” He shone the flashlight down at the ground, which was littered with the cubes. Thomas jumped down. It was like Thomas had said- a narrow passageway, maybe five feet across, running back in the direction of the house, too far to see the end. The walls were concrete and a little damp. Running along near the ceiling was a long row of square holes which went back as far as they could see. They began to walk.

After about twenty feet they stopped. Something was drawn on the wall. Jack shone the flashlight on it and they saw that it was a crude map, but not of any place they recognized. It showed a circular area, of what they assumed was forest from the color, surrounded by blue that they assumed was water. At the top were symbols that looked like mountains, and black trail-lines ran all through it. In the center of the green was a silver cone with a red upper half, surrounded by dancing red figures. At the bottom right of the picture, in the water, was a compass rose. “Weird,” said Jack. Thomas nodded. They kept going.

After about ninety more steps, Jack's light flashed on something smooth and metallic. He swung the light up. Both boys froze in amazement. Jack rubbed his eyes. Thomas' jaw dropped, and he pinched himself. The beam was shining on the end of the tunnel, revealing a gleaming metal rocketship.

It was tall, eight feet or so, with the ceiling opening up to give it space, and fat. It rested on three pointed legs. The body was silver with blue stripes running vertically, and the top was painted red. In the middle was a circular viewport. The boys shuffled forward. Jack laid a hand a hand on it, feeling that yes, it was real. “Awesome,” he said.

Thomas peered around the other end, then climbed over the leg and disappeared behind it. Jack followed. This side was the same, except instead of a window there was a number pad. The boys looked at each other. They looked at the number pad. They looked back at each other. Thomas shrugged and tapped in “1111”. Nothing happened. The numbers disappeared from the screen. He tapped in “2002”. Nothing happened. He stepped back and stroked his chin.

“I don't have any ideas,” contributed Jack.

Thomas nodded. “Same.” He tapped in a third, random number. Nothing happened.

“Maybe it's hidden somewhere. Like a video game,” said Jack.

Thomas shrugged. “Maybe,” he said. He stepped back to the front of the rocket and knelt down, peering at the underside. Then he stood up and circled the rocket again, running a hand along the side, feeling nothing. “It's not here.”

Jack nodded. “What if we just hit random numbers until we got the right one?” Thomas ignored him, instead turning back towards the entrance of the tunnel. Jack hopped over the rocket's legs and followed. They stopped in front of the map.

“I bet it's a clue or something,” said Jack.

Thomas reached out and touched the silver cone. He traced a finger along the black trails, up the mountains, then down to the bottom of the island and the compass rose. He whispered something to himself.

“What?” said Jack.

“I said, 'I don't know',” said Thomas. “There isn't any writing.”

“Well, let's keep looking,” said Jack. He hurried onwards. When Thomas caught up he was picking through the cubes on the floor. He would pick up one, examining it for a few seconds with the concentration of a super computer, then toss it aside and pick up another. Thomas bent down and looked at one. It had six colors- red, blue, yellow, green, purple, and orange. It was glowing somehow, and the light pulsed softly. He put it back on the ground, stood up, and slammed his foot down. It didn't give at all.

“Weird,” he said. Jack didn't respond.

“What do you think they could be for?” asked Jack.

“No idea,” said Thomas.

“Hey kids,” came the voice of Jack's dad. “Time for dinner.” The two boys climbed out of the hole and back to the house.



Dinner was a rushed affair. Thomas and Jack wolfed down their food as soon as they sat down, then squirmed as they waited to be released. When they were they shot out of their chairs and back outside. Jack went into the shed to keep looking at the cubes and map. Thomas waited outside in the shed, searching for anything that could be the right number. After turning up nothing, he went back to the house and searched in there. Jack soon joined him. An hour of relentless looking later, they had found nothing, and returned to the shed. They sat in in the passageway in silence. Jack tossed a cube against a wall and found they also bounced. So for the next thirty minutes he made a game out throwing them against the wall as hard as he could to see what would happen. Then he looked up. “I'm going to try something” he said. Before Thomas could reply, he jumped up and tried to slide the cube into a hole above him. It fit perfectly. The cube made a 'click' noise, and began to hum steadily.

The two boys looked at each other. Without saying anything, each began to gather up cubes and shove them into the wall. The humming noise intensified. Soon they had built up a trail of slowly pulsing rainbow lights running down to the rocket. The two boys stared at them.

“Now what?” asked Jack.

In response, a hissing came from the rocket. The boys rushed over and looked. A ring of lights around the midsection of the rocket had begun to glow. The number pad had lit up, and four digits typed themselves in- 4357. A thin, gray line etched its way up from the bottom of the rocket, made a 90 degree turn to the right just above the number pad, then made another turn and began to head downwards. When it reached the bottom of the rocket, there was a great 'SCREEEEECH' and a panel swung open. The rocket's innards lay before them.

It was just big enough for two people. The walls were black, and covered in glittering lights, buttons, knobs, and switches, each labeled with a piece of white masking tape and symbols the boys couldn't recognize. Thomas ripped off one of the pieces of tape and turned it over in his hands. On it was series of three black concentric circles, with a line slashed down through their center. He dropped it and took another. On that was a stylized star. He looked up when he heard a whirring noise next to him.

Jack was grinning sheepishly, his finger resting on a green switch. “Oops,” he said.

A crackling filled the rocket, along with a mumbled-water like groan. The panel leading outside slammed shut. Thomas' eyes went wide. “You idiot!” he roared, before being thrown off his feet as the rocket started to shake. He reached a hand out to catch himself and slammed into another dozen buttons.

“Mastha Awn,” said a voice from the rocket, “Swee. Non. Util. Posque. Sans.” And then everything was quiet, and still. But not for long.

The rocket launched into the air, flinging the boys off their feet. There was a roar of engines as it climbed and climbed, further into the sky. Jack stood on shaky feet, looked out the window, and gasped. His house was just a tiny dot far below him. He could see the entire city- for the first time ever- inching away slowly. The lake, something he had always thought of as gargantuan thing, was just a puddle. The mountain to the north, which he had once been so proud to have climbed, looked like a small lump on the surface of a floor.

They climbed ever higher, until, just below the cloud line, they stopped. For one moment the hung in the air, then began drifting to the right. At first it was slow, but it gained speed until it was racing over the land, passing cities and forest and farms and snowcaps, roaring along until the land disappeared and he realized, with a gasp, that they were flying over the Pacific Ocean. Thomas shoved next to him and gave the same gasp.

Again, the rocket stopped, hanging above the ocean for the briefest of seconds, before changing direction again, hurtling straight up. They pierced the clouds, never stopping, aiming straight into that blue maw, that darkened in color as the minutes ticked past. Soon it was almost black, speckled with white dots. Jack stared down, eyes glittering with tears. Thomas moved his mouth wordlessly. The Earth loomed behind them, a brilliant sapphire that filled the entire viewport. They could see white strings of clouds drifting from continent to continent, and massive blotches of city light against backdrops of green and brown. Forming in the middle of the blue they saw a monstrous swirl of white, with a blank center, inching towards Asia. To the north, where the green and brown turned to white, was a large blanket of green light hovering just above the planet.

“Where do you think we're going?” asked Jack.

Thomas shrugged.

“It's beautiful,” said Jack.

And it was.
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    A Series of Cats




The light brown tabby with the white spots always loved you. Never, not once in her life, did she ever stop loving you. It’s not too unreasonable to think that you were the central figure of her existence; when her mother and all her siblings disappeared suddenly from the world and were never seen again, there you were. You attended to her needs, you validated her existence. For the three years she lived, she loved you as a god. She thought only of you, the little human who looked after her, constantly.

And when that truck hit her, she was still thinking of you.




To the cross-eyed Siamese, you were simply a parent. She cared about you in her way, as you allowed her to live through your continual provision of food and water. But she had some personal autonomy. She had dreams, and fantasies of running free in a forest of ferns and chasing giant mice. She had never seen a tree.

Oh, how she would look out into the streets of rock and people and giant, metal monsters, and fantasise of freedom. Such images of strength and liberty were the only thing on her mind throughout that week leading up to exams times. Wasn't that week so busy, and so very hectic? It wasn't your fault you had to devote all your attention to it.

That thought helped you cope after you opened the basement door a month later.




The odd-eyed ginger longhair was different. That’s what you always wanted to believe. You had your own flat now. You were responsible. “He won’t end up the same as the others”, that’s what you said to yourself. You wouldn’t give him too much attention, because that’s surely what went wrong with the first two. You fussed over both of them, and then they died. Cause and effect. Obvious, when you think about.

So, you fed him and looked after him, without ever really allowing yourself to grow attached. Soon, he became just a needy, living fixture that you coexisted with until you dropped out. He was just a pet. That's all he was.

You stood by and watched when the dog killed him, but you were sad about it.




The light-coated Balinese felt very little at all. He lived, he meandered; he survived, and was content with that. Sometimes, he would go out into the street (as your house was so very confined, and the furniture did always have that rough, scratchy quality) and meet the other cats. He hissed, he played, he mated, and he did whatever else it is cats do when no-one is watching: which is most likely to say, more hissing and mating.

One thing he definitely remembered feeling was confused. He was confused when his human carer appeared one afternoon in some distress, smelling of anger and disappointment. He was even more baffled when you started producing a lot of noise, as his instincts (with the knowledge that you were female) told him you were either heavily injured or fornicating.

And he was simply bewildered when you started kicking him. In fact, his last thought was an attempt to reconcile why someone either hurt or having sex would kick so very, very hard.




The beige tabby with the white flecks hated you. She hated every single aspect of your being; from your torn, wrinkled skin, to the way you rarely ever moved, to your smell. Oh, that smell. It was a combination of decay and memory that marked you instantly as an enemy. It described everything one needed to know about you.

But she was small and weak, so she just waited in that tiny, neglected apartment. She paced around, and sat on your lap when it was necessary to placate you. You were so very needy, always having to be fed and watered. Perhaps what bothered her the most was the smell of escapism; that odour that seemed to her to be of nostalgic fantasies about younger days, and how things could have gone. But those days had gone.



So she waited.

And plotted.

And when you died, she ate you.





  
    Of Matters in the Void



The sheer scale of distances between interesting objects in space is possibly the biggest grievance of almost all astronomical sciences, but none more than astrobiology. The case being that a) environments which are hospitable to life occur so rarely in the universe, b) all the points that they can occur at are so far apart, and c) that it takes so long for any life that does develop to achieve sapience, diplomacy and long-distance communication and not be utterly destroyed by some cosmic activity or their own stupidity, all make the likelihood that any two such civilisations that come about in the same universe would be able to interact reliably very low indeed.

Fortunately, the nature of Ways and the existence of the telomn-net as an inter-Way means of communication allow people who know what they’re doing to usefully exploit the shoddy craftsmanship of reality.

One method of doing this is to feed a wire connected to a server in, say, World A through a stable Way which comes out in World B. One would then open a second Way in World B and further extend the wire into it, so that it passes back into the first world, but at a point several light-years away from the original server.

It’s worth noting that this can be done with a 2cm length of cable.

This is essentially what the telomn is, but on a much larger scale. The cheapness, speed and simplicity of it1 has allowed it to come into widespread use. In addition, abuse of the law-difference between worlds has opened up the same manner of possibilities for processing and computation that the invention of the synthetic penguin did for wildlife observation.

So, with that being the case, we return to our original topic of astrobiology. The fact is, we’re not the first planet in the universe to figure out Ways, and every intelligent species in this plane of existence has experienced the anomalous to some degree. As a result this has, through the agent of such common grounds as the Library, telomn-net chatrooms and social networking sites, allowed humans to encounter extraterrestrial species a good deal. This interaction has (as can be expected) led to great leaps in the fields of astrobiology, astropsychology, astrosociology, astrotherapy and astro-shopping services. It’s also known that various dating sites have been set up specifically to introduce multiple people from different cultures and planets within the same universe.2

Some of the other lifeforms known to exist in our universe do, perhaps, make the term “astrobiology” a bit of a misnomer. Sentient stars are hardly subject to biology even if they do technically meet all the criteria for the standard definition of “life”.3 Nor are extraterrestrial deities (which work on the same sort of principles as our gods, by the way) or particularly unnamed creatures which float freely in space several million galaxies away; although they do have a basic structure surprisingly like our own, having roughly the same number of cells and with the same approximate pattern of development. The only difference is that said cells are in fact planets that are on average, three times the size of Earth.

Despite this, they do host a very nice brunch. Even if they’ve been hosting it for 14-billion years and no-one has even cleared the table yet.

Apart from those, there are also more organic lifeforms – on one world is a large group of black-green, motile, roughly teapot shaped individuals who live on sunlight, and die if they go indoors for more than an hour (although they tend not to go indoors at all, due to it causing them to experience a sensation somewhat like being ill underwater). This has, of course, caused quite a difference in the development of the various cultures of the species; technology has developed to about the same level as ours has, but all of it is outdoors, including the factories. There’s also no concept of the home, making most of the people on the planet hermitic.

There are a few sects of monks who practice a ritualistic process of having a sit-down under a bridge for a couple of minutes, but they’re widely regarded as extremists.

There’s also a whole taxonomy which is entirely memetic in nature, and which developed on a planet that itself has sapience and perception. The most intelligent group among them, which takes the form of the concept of economic downturn, has an analogue of the Captors that makes secret to the general public the existence of rocks and other physical things, being something completely incomprehensible to most of the society.

To give yet another example, there used to be, on a small meteor some thousand light-years or so away, an infinite microcosmic universe whose existence depended entirely on its continued not being talked about.

These are but some of the entities the telomn-net has exposed, and there exist infinitely more, with infinitely more possibilities for the pursuit and exchange of knowledge and the understanding of reality; not just for us, but for every intelligence which has ever developed.

And, having shown it to be such a wonderful and magnificent thing, I think you'll also agree with me as to why my telomn-net service provider should not discontinue my broadband connection in spite of the fact that I failed to pay my fixed subscription last month.

-From The Tales of Lewis-Eykos Anure, Professional Madman.


Footnotes

1. Provided you have a fresh source of chicken blood, which, bizarrely, always seems to be necessary for these sorts of rituals.

2. Though interestingly, not just our universe. Certain secretive organizations in one Relycian planet, for sake of example, upon becoming involved in the telomn, were most surprised to find out that there is, in fact, sapient life on more than one of Relycia’s hexagonical, self-illuminating bodies. Fortunately, almost all were not in any way surprised that this alien life did not match the cultural cliché of big, red-green ovoids, which is present in a lot of that part of Relycia's older sci-fi taste-reels.These Relycians were, however, startled to find that their counterparts were not ovoid at all, as their scientific community had always theorised that life could not exist in any other morphology.

3. Being that fusion can be considered both a type of metabolism and homeostasis, with orbital attraction accounting for the rest of the descriptive attributes.





  
    They Torment Us
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    Places the Mind Cannot Go



Where are you?

I could see you, not long go. You were right here, with me. I could see you. I could see you laugh, and cry, and see things yourself. You were right here.

Where did you go?

It was so nice when you were here. Everything was about you. Everything was your voice, your thoughts, your struggles and achievements. Remember that time you tried to pour a glass of milk, and missed three times, and the whole counter was drenched?

Do you? Can you still remember things, wherever you went to?

Does it hurt there? Do you still sing, there? Is there emotion? Deceit? Betrayal? Sadness? Is there anything else?

I wonder if you have any way of even knowing.

What will happen to me now? It was so clear with you. I existed, and you existed, and we gave each other meaning. You created me. You didn’t know, but I adored you still. You didn’t even know I existed.

Do you remember… when you were young, and Billy Jameson said all those mean things to you? You cried and cried for minutes and minutes, and it hurt. That was my first memory. I came into this world hurting, but it was okay, because I knew you were here. I knew some things as soon as I became. I could feel, and hurt, and smile, because you were here.

That was when you made me. You needed someone to share the pain, so I did. You needed something to take the pain.

I loved you. Did you love me back? I know I never saw you think it, but did you really know about me? Did you have thoughts I couldn’t hear?

I remember… I remember when you used to hold me at night. Just hold me. It was just you and me, and you whispered to me. I kept you safe from the monsters. That's what I was for. I loved you, and protected you, even when you threw me away and made more to replace me. I still loved you, and watched over you. Always.

If you did love me… did you love the others too? I guess it doesn’t matter now. They’re not here anymore. Soon I won’t be either.

It’s just me now.

Where did you go?

Why didn’t you bring me?



  
    Venom




Arnold didn’t care for the happy little chinaman that handed him his breakfast, nor for the attitude—one he interpreted as sarcasm—that seemed to drip from his voice when he was wished a good day. Then again, Arnold didn’t care for most people. They were, after all, tragically flawed in one way or another, usually through their own idiocy or their frantic need for contact with other human beings.

His day became worse when he stepped on the train, and found himself seated across from a young, chatty woman who found his suit, tie, and umbrella all quite fetching. She said so half a dozen times, and each time, it took all of Arnold’s self control not to get up and get off the train at the next station to try his luck.

Once, he’s sat across from a man who’d never even raised his eyes to look at his travelling partner. Arnold considered that one of the best days of his life.

As the woman got up, she looked at him, tilting her head sideways, the clucking in concern. “You should go to the doctor,” she recommended. Arnold didn’t ask why, but she volunteered the information anyway. “Your neck looks swollen. Might be the mumps.”

When she left, Arnold let out a long, slow breath and closed his eyes, silently thanking any deity that would listen.



He had worked out a path six years ago that, if walked, only required him to acknowledge four people on the way into the office. Four weeks ago, he discovered that arriving fifteen minutes earlier—which train scheduling had transformed into thirty minutes—allowed him to reduce that number to three.

He greeted Karl, the security guard, and Darren, the elevator operator, with the terse nod and ‘good morning’ that had left his lips at the start of each day. At his floor, he nodded to Nancy, the receptionist, and then continued down past the empty desk at the end—blissfully Pattyless—and to his office, where he sat down and communicated through memos with everyone who needed it that morning.

After that, he quietly drank his coffee, ate his breakfast, and read the morning paper while the first group of return memos arrived via messenger boys who had learned to leave their lips sealed.

On the way to lunch, he mistimed his exit, finding Patty sitting at her desk and looking intensely sad. He turned, planning to order food in, when she caught his attention. “Oh! Mister Cheese!”

He turned. “It’s Cheest,” he said for the uncountableth time. Flatly. Finding it hard to swallow.

She nodded. “Yes, sorry,” she apologized. “I was just wanting to let you know that I wouldn’t be in—“

Thank the gods.

“—because my father just passed away and I have—“

Get on with it.

“—to go take care of family affairs.”

“That’s fine. Take all the time you need.” He could manage without her.

She thanked him, then stopped and stared for a moment. “Are you… coming down with something, sir?” she asked.

He frowned. “No. I feel fine.”

“Oh, it’s just… your neck, sir. You look a bit swollen…”

He stared at her for a moment, then nodded. He walked into his office, glancing at himself in the small mirror he kept in a drawer, and then sighed. Another memo, copied to his supervisor and the Human Resources department, informing them that he was taking an additional hour for a medical visit. And then, a phone call—blissfully short—to schedule the appointment.

When he got up and walked out, he was pleased that Patty was gone. Less for him to do, then. He’d let someone else, a secretary or someone, take care of the flowers and condolences. If he was lucky, they’d sign his name for him.



“Looks like the mumps,” the doctor said, nodding slightly and getting out a pad. “You’ll be out of work for a few days, and you should get a nurse to watch you,” he recommended. “It’s dangerous to have them as an adult.”

Arnold stared at him. “I can’t be off from work right now,” he said.

“You’re going to have to be.”

“It’s not the mumps.”

“You’re most than welcome to go to another doctor, but they’ll tell you the same thing.”

“I feel fine.”

“You have the mumps.”

The second doctor agreed. And the third. Finally, with a bitterness that felt like it was rising to his throat like bile, he phoned the office to let them know the situation. The woman who answered felt it necessary to wish him a speedy recovery rather than simply acknowledge the illness, and he found himself wanting to find a way to have her fired. He would, he decided, when he returned.

Ending the first call, he talked to an operator and got the number for a nursing agency, hiring one to come round and monitor him three times a day—“You want to be safe, don’t you?” the second doctor had said, shortly before he went to the third—and make sure he didn’t need to be hospitalized, which was plausibly the worst of all possible fates at this point.

He made himself a drink, tossed it back, and walked up to his room to lay down. Hopefully, when the woman arrived, she would do her duty and leave.



“Hello, Arnold!” she said, chipper to the point that he was actively resisting striking her. “And how are you feeling today?”

She was also using his first name, which made him even more annoyed.

“Tolerable,” he said, swallowing hard to choke down the spit that had suddenly formed in his mouth.

“Good, good!” she said, pushing him down into the bed. His shoulders were on the pillow, and he was rapidly finding the situation intolerable. She fluffed the pillow behind his head, then insisted on putting a warming pad around his throat to ‘ease his discomfort’ or some other nonsense.

She fluffed his pillow, with him still on it, then pulled up the blanket and hurried to get him a cup of tea. And when she came back, he had to hear about her family.

“Oh, my son, Sheridan, he is away at university. My husband, that’s Gerald, I told you about Gerald, didn’t I?”

She had. Her third husband. She told him again anyhow.

“Anyhow, my husband Gerald and I, we’re ever so proud of him. He wants to become a doctor! Said when he did that he’d get to order his mother around, and I said to him, I said ‘You may become a doctor, but I’m not too old to tan you!’” She laughed. He was certain the feeling in his ears was blood. “And we laughed and laughed and laughed… Oh! You’ve not touched your tea!”

She got up, then put an arm around him, pulling him up and insisting on holding his tea to his lips and tilting the cup back to make him drink. It was too weak, and now, tepid. He grimaced slightly, which she interpreted as pain.

She rushed to get him a new heating pad and a pill. He sat up in the bed, coughing hard after she left, looking down at the neon-green mucus on his hand with distaste. He reached for a napkin, wiping it off, then tossing it in the trash. And then, she was back.

“Here we are!” she said, pushing him back down in the bed again. He gagged for a moment, feeling the phlegm enter his mouth again as she pushed the fresh heating pad around his neck. And then, she was sitting down again. Talking. Talk. Talk. Talk.

Her first husband, Reginald, had died in a car accident when she was pregnant with her oldest, Elliot, who she never saw anymore because he ran off with some… boy…he met in the army, and that was something she just couldn’t truck with. She’d tried, but in the end, she hadn’t been able to, and Jesus wouldn’t have approved anyhow, so there was that. And then, there was her other son, Mickey, who had died when he was three after her second husband, Samuel, had a heart attack while driving. And Samuel hadn’t lived long past that, but then she’d met Gerald a year or so later, and things were so much better with Gerald, and even Elliot had though Sheridan was simply wonderful, and even though she pretended not to know, she knew that Gerald still quietly sent Elliot Christmas Cards with little letters about how Sheridan and she were doing, but even then—

“Water,” he begged. He wasn’t begging because he was thirsty.

She leapt to her feet, fetching him a half-full glass, then sitting down beside him and pulling him up in much the same way that she had done earlier with the tea. He was shaking—which she believed was a chill—when she pulled away, and halfway through insisting him back down into the bed, he snapped.

“Get your hands off me, you incessant, nattering… cunt!”

It happened on ‘cunt,’ with his mouth open and gaping in rage, eyes screwed up, that a line of green liquid shot from his throat. It hit her between the eyes, then instantly seemed to wash over her face.

She fell backward, thrashing on the floor and trying to push herself up, slapping at her face and trying to get the strange liquid off. It was the color of bile, and as he sat in his bed, he watched her writhing and screaming on the floor. He didn’t rise to check on her until she’d stopped, ten minutes later, and by then… well…

Maybe Gerald could finally have a moment’s peace.

He worked rather automatically. Wrapping her body up in the rug on the floor, wrapping two old belts around her, then carrying her down the stairs of his house and out to the car. When he dropped her in the trunk of it, he realized he was wearing his pajamas still. With a blush, he walked back into the house, trying to keep his dignity.



He was back at work the next day. It was free of Patty still, and he found himself silently praising whatever mad bureaucrat had come up with bereavement pay. Hopefully, she’d cash in on every dime. He sat down at his desk, scratching out the memos with a small amount of delight in the regularity of the task, then sending them out again.

He smiled. Actually smiled! And relaxed into his chair, enjoying his coffee and the fresh biscuit that he had with it. The swelling was gone, and he felt… good. For the first time in ages, he felt actually good. It really was bad to bottle up everything inside yourself, after all.

Sometimes… you just had to let it all out.
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    Poor Excuse



She stood on the pavement shivering. It wasn't so much that it was cold, than the fact she was afraid. Scared of what came next. Sometimes the imagining was worse than the reality, but she didn't think that this was one of them.

He came down the road, arms swinging. She could imagine those fists swinging, smashing into her, and she cringed deeper into her old frayed jacket. He'd wanted to meet here, out in the open, with witnesses. At least she had that. If he hit her she could run, there were plenty of places to go. She shivered again. It wasn't his fists that really worried her though, it was the words. The way he could make her feel two inches tall with one of his sneering diatribes. She hated him for that, a hate that started in the pit of her stomach and rose till it clogged her throat. She swallowed down tears. She wasn't going to admit to him how much it all hurt.

He'd seemed like such a nice guy. But then they all had. She was good at ignoring the warning bells. The looks, the small things that led to bigger things later. None of them had ever hit her, they didn't need to. And she stayed, and stayed, telling herself it wasn't so bad, he wasn't so bad, things would get better soon. They sometimes did, it would be better for a week, a month, but sooner or later it came back to this. The anger, the hate, the harsh words that made feel like she deserved every single bit of abuse. Because it was her fault, really, in the end.

He had told her so often enough. She didn't keep the house tidy enough. The kids were badly behaved because she let them be. It was her genetics if nothing else. She didn't even defend them when he called them stupid, lazy, selfish. They were just as bad as she was. But at least he loved them. To her, he said, "I love you, but" always a but, a criticism. Nothing was ever simple. She bit her lip watching him get closer. Her heart was beating like a caged bird, fluttery and afraid, wanting to escape.

Everyone thought he was such a nice guy. Even she did. That was always the biggest problem. They seemed so, normal, nice, and then the words would start, and she'd wonder what was so wrong with her that she made this happen every time. And she stayed. She was the fool, the joker of the world. Stay to take it because being alone was worse. Too afraid to leave, to face the world alone. Stay because leaving was so hard. Stay because there was nowhere else to go. Stay because he might get really nasty if she left. He was smart, smart enough they would never find the body if he wanted it to end that way. And she didn't know, she just didn't know if he was like that. Because, lets face it, she had terrible judgement.

And now here she was, waiting on a corner in the wind, because she needed to talk. She'd left, she'd taken the kids and gone. He'd crossed the line once too often. He'd pushed her too far and she'd broken. She was broken, forever broken. She could never trust again. Never love again. Never even pretend again. Because, lets face it, letting someone destroy you word by word was just a poor excuse for love. And she deserved better than that.

He reached her, his face sneering. "So you ready to come back yet, sick of him already?"

"There is no him, there never has been, I just wanted to say something to you."

"Well go ahead, you dragged me all the way out here you better finish what you started." His voice was full of angry contempt, and she had to brace herself and not cringe from the words she knew would follow.

She leaned in close, so there would be no mistake, no misunderstanding, so he would hear every single word clearly.

"If you hurt them, if you touch so much as one single hair on their heads, I will end you."

She turned on heel and used every last bit of will power to force herself to walk calmly away, every nerve screaming at her to run.

"Psycho bitch!"

She could still hear his muttered words, and they still hurt, but it was worth it, to finally be brave enough to defend them. There was no such thing as knights in shining armour. There was just you. If you didn't save yourself, then nobody else would. And she had, finally.



  
    My Heart Still Aches



I remember it like it was yesterday. The smell of fresh mown grass, the hum of late summer, a drowsy warm somnolent haze; and the screaming. It took me a long time to realise it was me who was screaming. To start with it was just a counterpoint to the other screams. The ones that followed the skid and squeal of tires. And that dreadful thud. Nothing can erase those sounds from my mind, no amount of time, or trying to pretend it didn't happen that way. I suppose it should be considered ironic. Most of my life is snatches of thousand times rewritten dialogue, nothing like the original circumstance from which it evolved. And long patches of formless mundania, not even worth logging in the faulty mechanism I call a memory.

But this was different. Life defining. World ending. Shattering.

It hurt.

It hurt so badly.

My heart still aches.

Why is it the things you wish you could forget haunt you. Wake you up choking on a scream that can't escape your mouth. Leave you huddled in a ball of misery at the stupidest of times? I don't understand it, personally, you would think the good things would hang closer, glow brighter, the laughter times, the joy times… Not the pain, the hurt, the suffering you wish you could forget.

I held him. For so long afterwards. Even after the light had faded from his eyes and he was nothing but a limp bloodied husk. Death comes to us all, but he was so young, it was so unfair. And I had lost my best friend. Being left behind must be worse than death a thousand times over, death is an ending. Losing someone is the beginning of something so horrible.

My heart still aches.

I don't like to go back to that spot, though I have to pass it a dozen times a day to get anywhere. I'd like to stay inside and never leave the safety of my bed. But the dreams haunt me worst there. It's so empty without his warmth and company, he was always there. And now he is gone. We did everything together. He went with me, by my side, my silent sentinel that made everything safe. How I miss his presence. He was brave, ever present, funny. He always knew when I was scared or low and did his best to bring cheer back to my heart. You couldn't have asked for a better friend. People said afterwards I should get a new friend. Like it was that easy, to just replace someone, have them fill that gap. Such callous words, such stupid callous words.

I wish the pain would end.

We'd met when we were both younger. It had been an instant bond, and we'd been inseparable. I couldn't stay mad at him, even when he made me so wild I wanted to scream and rant. We loved each other too much to stay mad. It's hard to continue day after day with the emptiness not having him around has left. Someone gave me a cat, told me it would keep me company, help ease the lonely ache. Cats are dreadful creatures. Selfish and aloof. This one had an evil streak too. Bare legs were scratching posts, doors a place to wait in ambush, and the kitchen was a free for all warzone. The cat lives outside now. I see it sometimes, stalking unwary victims like the serial murderer it is. He would never have put up with it, he wasn't a cat lover either.

How I miss him so much.

I had him cremated, I know he would have rather been buried under his favourite tree, but I couldn't bring myself to do that. Selfish of me, I hope wherever he's gone he forgives me. I have a lock of his hair, I keep it in my jewellery box, with the other precious things that remind me of him. His collar, his favourite ball, and that comb he hated, just because it makes me smile remembering how often he would steal it and hide it.

I miss you my friend. No other dog could ever replace you.

I remember.



  
    Port Salinas





I remember the day when I was going through my old stuff, and I found a box of old floppy discs. Not the real old kind that were actually floppy; no, these were the later kind, smaller and harder. Now, my family used to have a whole bunch of these things, and for some odd reason here I had about three and a half dozen of 'em. Well, maybe it wasn't that odd, seeing as my father Kristoff pretty much gave me all his computer junk before he passed away. …okay, so maybe it was pretty odd after all. We were a weird bunch.
Anyway, most of it consisted of old programs and text files containing stuff I didn't really care about that much just then. Prob'ly tech stuff, seeing as BTCOS was still in use back then; and anyone who used it most likely had batch files saved somewhere to make using that damn system less painful to your sanity. There were two that caught my eye, though. One was a disk that had a shareware copy of Luger Me Now. Y'know, that really old Nazi-killer game. I'm guessing it sat on that disk for a good thirty-five, maybe forty years, just waiting to be registered for the low, low price of fifty credits. Or its equivalent in old dollars, or whatever they used back then. The other was a generic floppy that had something written on the label in thick felt-tip.

It was an old city of mine from Mayor 2, the city sim. Pity it's not being developed by Morning these days. Must have been one of my first cities, seeing as I put it on one of those things in the first place. Naturally, I had an intense desire to see my dear town again. There was just one thing stopping me, and that was the fact that no computer these days had a floppy drive. It's all datachips now, see. I was pretty sure I had an old floppy reader in my dad's stuff, though, and after the better part of a day looking I found it. Then all I had to do was find my soft-copy of the game - easy enough - install it on my Lox machine which wasn't nearly as easy, plug in the reader and go back to Port Salinas…


It has been a long while, yet nothing has changed. Nothing, despite the actions and lamentations of our citizenry. We have scoured every inch of our burg - especially the Most Honorable Mayor's residence - for some sort of clue or sign from Him, sent countless messages and prayers…and still our fair city stands frozen in time.

There is no escape. We have tried that already. The borders are impassable, and we found out the hard way…some of us more than others. The first inkling that something was wrong were the hundreds and hundreds of cars that first crashed into the municipal boundaries, some of them sheared in half. The 8:15 outbound express, crushed like an accordion. When the authorities arrived at the crash sites, so did the realization that nobody could die anymore. Every driver, every passenger was still alive, but only some of them could make it out. The fire department eventually got to the rest. That was when we realized we were only immune to physical harm.

At least they were not aboard Flight 342. It took slightly less than a week and a half to reach the fallen bodies. The bent, burnt, but still living bodies. Small wonder the psychiatric ward at Kennedy General soon 'expanded' to the rest of the building.

The Mayor was gone. During every other disaster that befell us, He was there to provide His strength and voice. Not anymore. The panic and rioting eventually died down; that much we could be thankful for. The police department, aided by the soldiers from Fort Dolor, ran the city; at least for a while. No form of communication could pierce the barrier. A number of desperate mariners took to the sea, hoping to escape that way. The lucky ones came back, their vessels damaged but still operable.

All of these events happened a long time ago, but nobody can tell exactly how long anymore. 2043 was the date it started, according to the old newspapers. People tried to resume what could be salvaged of their normal lives, an activity that mostly consisted of being scared and hiding in their homes, or maintaining a pretense of work to be done. Praying to the Most Honorable Mayor or damning His name for leaving us. That, or simply losing one's mind.

Tensions eventually came to a head on Kristoff Avenue. The suppression effort mounted by what remained of the police fell apart when most of them joined the fighting. There was no death, not in the conventional sense at least; but by then there were things best described as…glitches. Things I still cannot bring myself to fathom, even despite all I have seen. All I have allowed myself to remember is that the road does…used to…not normally eat people. At any rate, the true believers of the Most Honorable Mayor ran what was left of the streets for a while longer.

One of my closer friends, William, told me something of note before he became completely insane. While we were all prisoners in our own city, we could at least still see the surrounding land outside our borders. It too was stuck in time, and for a number of us the view proved to be the straw that broke the llama's back, so to speak. But William…before he abandoned rational thought as so many of my fellow citizens have, he spoke to me of the 'true face' of our municipality.

He spoke of the blocks everything was supposedly constructed out of and the raw veins of numbers embedded in their flesh. And of the great void outside, just beyond the invisible wall. After a moment of shivering in what I assumed to be raw terror, he started to elucidate on what he claimed to have seen in the sky. Something watching us, visible and yet not visible, a power even greater than the Mayor Himself.

That was when he slipped over the brink. I had to leave him to his heresy. There weren't many left that possessed clarity of mind.

City Hall, the grand bureaucratic center of our municipality, stands cold and quiet. There is not much need for municipal administration in a city that stands still; its steel and concrete arteries silent, its trains stuck to the tracks and its borders impassable. The census data, the figures and numbers collected for the glory of the Mayor and the advancement of our city, mean little now. But the printers are far from inactive. Every hour of every day they have been printing endless pages of a single message.



ERROR: Cannot load file

An error message greeted me every time I tried to start the city. Game couldn't load it. I guess I shoulda known from the start I wouldn't be accessing that city, but I tried again and again anyway. What can I say? I was always a stubborn asshole. I tried for another hour, then had to stop. Contrary to what some think, I do have a life, thank you very much.


I wish there was still some alcohol left. We have no need to drink, or eat, or sleep, but it would still help. Perhaps the only thing that kept me from losing my head is the knowledge that He will return eventually. He could not have left us out of malice, or forgetfulness.

Despite our grim situation, we knew we had to do something. I knew of a small group who were planning a trip to the microwave station near the edge of town, to hijack the signal and try to broadcast something. Those of us that remained sane were getting desperate, and after I saw a procession of floating hands carrying themselves down Mose Street I joined them in their plot.

Apart from the things roaming around, there were also a number of former humans between us and the power facility. I don't know if it was the hopelessness of their predicament combined with everything they have seen, or if they themselves were glitched, but they were no longer civilized. And only some of them were content to simply exist in a catatonic state.

I consider it a miracle, then, that we made it relatively unscathed. The WrightCo Microwave Power Facility was…still is…a true marvel of engineering. Solar power collected from orbiting satellites is beamed down to the planet, right into the gigantic collection dish that practically dominates the hill it is built on. It was long abandoned, but to make a long story short there was enough fuel to kickstart the backup generators, and suffice to say one of the orchestrators of our plan was formerly employed in the control room. He was able to route outgoing transmission power to the main dish, and took it upon himself to send our missive. We have not seen him since.

There has been no response, and our situation worsens by the day. I do not even know why I am continuing to put this apocalypse to writing, because I am not quite sure this will be found. The plant is surrounded by things that should not exist. The sky is cracking open, and I cannot look at it anymore. I pray He has not forsaken us, forsaken the city of Port Salinas. I pray I have not written in va



So later that night, a bit before I went to bed, I went 'what the hell' and tried to load it again. Figured it wouldn't hurt.

I still couldn't start it. I quickly came to the conclusion that that goddamned file was corrupted to shit. Iunno why I was getting riled up over a Mayor city; then again I was never going to see it again. Maybe it was because I was tired, maybe it was because I knew I should have taken better care of my old stuff…

I was going to close the floppy's Peeker window and go to bed when I saw a second file on the disk. A text file. Up until now there had only been one file, the city file. I clicked on TRANSMIT999494928.txt.

1     1      22     1  4    1     

2    11  1       4    2            

   3  W      L        2             

      H      E        1            

      4      A1        1         

      Y      V                    

      6      E R        1    1  

      8        3    1    1       

      U           1      1     

 1    D     2  S    1     1      

      I                    2     

2     D      1    1     1      

      5      2    1      D       

 1    Y      1          7       

  1   O     3         1 8       

      6           11     U      

      U     1      1 1   S       

      E                  S7    

      UU       1                 

There was nothing in it.

…would I lie to you?



  
    A Name on the Tip of My Tongue



We met for the second time in the dairy aisle.

I wasn't sure what to say at first. I just stared at her. She stared at the floor. Finally, I opened my mouth. “You look the same.”

She didn't look at me as she talked. “Do I know you?”

Something violent rose in my chest. “You know who I am.”

“No, I don't.” She tried to maneuver the cart passed me, but I stepped in front of it. “Please, I don't know you. Can I just go?”

“No.” My fists were shaking. “You don't get to say that.” How was she the same? Everything, exactly how I remembered. The same brown hair. The same green eyes. The same same thin nose and perfect teeth. The way she stood, the way she looked away when she was nervous. Exactly the fucking same. “Where the hell did you go?”

“I can't tell you.”

“Yes, you can.”

“I promise, I can't. Please.”

“TELL ME!”

People stopped and stared. For a second, I wondered how this looked. Not good, probably. Then I pushed the thought aside. A trickled of blood oozed from my palms where the nails pierced the skin.

Finally, she looked up. “Why is it so important, Aaron?”

“Because you left me. No warning. No reason. I came to the park one day and you were gone. Nobody remembered you. Jesus fucking Christ, I didn't even remember you until five minutes ago. You just… faded. For a week I was a mess, and then I forgot what the hell I was worrying about. And then you show up again and you look exactly the fucking same and I look like this and you won't even admit I exist.”

She stared, taking in the scars, the graying hair, the torn ear.

“What happened?”

“I joined the Army. A month after you left.”

“Why?”

“I don't know. I'd thought about it as a kid. I needed to get away from home, and it seemed like the easiest way. I thought leaving would make me happier.”

“Did it?”

“No.” I felt ugly next to her. I always had, even as a kid. She was a goddess among women, the one they all wanted to be, and all the men wanted to have. I was… well, me.

She sighed. “No, it wouldn't have. Did anything?”

“Nothing that lasted.”

“I'm sorry about that. I really am. If there was another way to have done it, I would have.”

“I'm sure.”

“Do you hate me, then?”

God, I wanted to. “No.”

“It would make things a lot easier if you did.”

“You think I don't know that?” There was a long silence. Then, I said, “What do I mean to you?”

“You…” she paused. “You meant a lot.”

“That's not what I asked.” Blood from my palms was dripping, forming little flower patterns on the floor.

“It's been ten years, Aaron. What do you expect me to say? That I still love you?”

“Yes.”

“That's ridiculous.”

“Fuck you, it's ridiculous.” I took a step forward. She took a step back. “Do you know what you mean to me?”

“I don't want to.”

“You mean everything. You're the reason I can't sleep. The reason I spend every day doing the same exact same routine. The reason I've never been in love. And I didn't even remember until I saw you.”

“You need to move on.”

“I don't want to move on! I want to be with you. That's all I've wanted since I was sixteen. And if you can't give me that you can give me a goddamn explanation.”

“I can't give you one. Listen, this isn't worth it.”

“I know what it's worth. Why won't you fucking listen? Why don't you care?” I was dimly cognizant of more people gathering around us. They whispered to themselves. Good. Let them watch.

“I'm not telling you because I care! Aaron, think. We were together for less than a year, ten years ago. You can't latch on to that. It's never going to be the way it was, and if you try to make it, you'll end up hurting worse. Let. Go.”

“Don't tell me what to do.”

She turned, and began to walk away. “Goodbye, Emilio.”

“Stop!”

She kept walking.

“Please, wait!”

She didn't look back.

“I don't want to forget you again!”

She walked out the door.

"Elizabeth, wait!”

I sprinted after her. But when I emerged from the store, she was gone. And I was alone, again.



  
    PERSON FROM TODAY, HERE IS YOU, IN TWENTY EIGHTY TWO



There were a lot of things going through Steve's mind on May 6th, 2007, at precisely 2:12 P.M. There were the average things, like the state of the stock market, what his wife might cook for dinner, and the directions to the restaurant he was going to eat in. But, more important matters had taken their place. Like, why was this burned, raving man clinging to Steve's shirt? Why is he babbling on about some future nonsense? And, more importantly, what'd he just do to Steve's car?

All very important questions. Steve decided he wanted them answered now. He decided the man, who was dressed in an all white space suit, with a black, cracked visor and pink boots would be the best person to ask.

"What the heck are you doing?" Steve shoved the man off, then swore as his palms burned. It turned out that people covered in blazing hot, red armour could have a bit of a sassy temperature to them.

"Please… the future is dying… you are… the only one…"

Steve looked at his hands quizzically, quietly guesstimating if he could sue this man's estate. "Get on with it, what're you doing on my car!?"

"In future times… twenty years… the cacti. They rise. With pointy arms, pointy legs, and pointed… points, they devastate our lands. Their pointy straws, they… they sucked up all the water."

The man began to weep.

"They fuckin' drank it all! It's all gone! We live under the surface, dying in agony, as the dry monsters lumber across a desert fuckin' Earth!"

Steven began to worry that the man was creating a scene. Already, passers-by were taking photos, no doubt to be used on their Tumbles and Tweeties later. So, he decided to do the logical thing. Hoisting him up by the non-metallic portions of his ruined body, he tossed him in the remain of his passenger side, climbed in, and drove.

"By… twenty eighty… even the dehydrated water supplies… they were gone… it was all gone…"

Steve frowned. "So, what? What do you want me to do about it?"

From behind his back, the man pulled a massive, almost comically large sword. "This is… Mourtzouphlos. He is your only hope. When the time comes, and god willing, you've trained enough, only you will be able to stop them."

Steve's ears only heard blah, blah, and blah. His attention was focused on that gorgeous sword. In this distracted state, Steven ran two red lights as he gazed and pondered. "And how can I be certain that you're from the future, and not just a batty homeless man?"

Before he cold answer, the man began to emit a terrible croak. It was as if every frog in Louisiana decided to try singing industrial bluegrass on their deathbeds. Thrashing in the seat, he nearly caused Steve to hit another pedestrian, before finally dissolving into a final burst of white dust.

Steven knew what he had to do.



Two weeks later, Steve was sitting in the office of his esteemed and corpulent boss, Mister Jeblomee. Usually, this meant boredom, anxiety, or some fun combination thereof. But, this time would be different. Steve knew it. Why?

Because only one of them had a magic sword in his pocket.

"Look, Mister Jeblomee, you know what I'm capable of. Nobody else in the office has been able to cope with the new account except for me."

Mister Jeblomee snuffled a bit, the fat on his cheeks jostling like a tiny housewife was beating it with a rolling pin. "Well, there've been complaints of uh… pricks…"

Steve tossed his head up in the most condescending way he knew how. "They're the pricks. They can't take the heat, so they shouldn't move up to the Kitchen. Promote me, Mister Jablomee, it's the only rational choice."

"Ahem."

"Oh, uh, Jeblomee. Sorry, sir."

"Accepted. Here's some, uh, paperwork for you to fill out, if you're certain about this…"



Steve grinned as he watched the furniture being loaded into his new penthouse. To think… all of this just because some dick from the future decided to give him a magic sword. He patted the leather case which, these days, never seemed to leave his side.

The wealth of Steve had grown, in the past month. Next month, it would be Christmas, and Steve would be able to get anybody in his family anything they desired. No more, would Steve be their bitch boy! No! Steve would be a bitch MAN!

Steve realized he needed a better metaphor.

But he could think of one later. For now, he had a very sharp collection to unload. It was on the cutting edge of hobbies, and had really sliced right to his field of interest. Blades from every corner of the tri-state area, all under his roof.



A soft candlelight spread flickers over the dining room, where the hungry guests of Steve milled around, chewing on appetizers and taking in the atmosphere. Elsewhere in the loft, his coworkers sat around the fireplace, discussing scotch, stocks, and sex, not necessarily in that order.

Placed above the mantelpiece, was a glowing pink blade, with "FUCK CACTI" written on the hilt. The leather grip was pristine, and its eerie sheen cast its spellbinding presence across the room. Ironically, Steve had placed several cacti on the mantle with it. He had a little collection going.

Howard, the loudmouth of the group, looked up and beheld its glory. "Oh, Steve, what's this? I don't think I've seen it before…"

Steve, who had just refilled his glass, grinned. "Ah, yes! My prized piece, a sword from the future?"

"From the future? How do you figure?"

"Trust me, Howie, I went through a lot of trouble to procure this little beast, and it was well worth the cost. Come, take a walk with me, and I'll tell you the whole story…"



Steve grimaced at his stubble, his seething veins popping with hate for their itchy defiance of his will. He'd amassed all the power and riches a man could ask for, literal years of hard work and cheating with the magical sword in his trousers, he'd taken over his corporation, and driven it to the apex of the financial world. But none of that was important, because it was past. Success had happened. Now, he had stubble. This was worse than a cactus prick…

"Mourtzouphlos!"

Instantly, with a puff of cotton-candy scented smoke, the blade appeared in his hand. The cool leather grip strapped itself to his fingers, and he began cutting away into the minute slivers of thin rebellion against the glory of his smoothed chin. They fell in rows, just like rivals, enemies, problems in life. Mourtzouphlos could do anything… and so could Steve.

Steve smiled. Smooth as a baby's bottom.



Steve smiled as his grand-kids filed up to the table. This mansion hadn't been cheap, but it had been worth it. Now, the whole family got to remember that it was his wealth and power which gave them affluence. Whatever fortunes they had amassed were quickly destroyed by the magical might of his blade. It had taught him so many things, so many wonderful things, that he couldn't bear to let them go a moment without him sharing.

His sword room stretched over a mile in length, with almost every type of sharp thing imaginable. Every room had its own cactus, and the study had the most magnificent one of all, a purple one imported from Ezekilavania. Persian carpets lined every room, with red carpet in the lavatory… Steve banished the thought. It was the dinner table, after all.

"Mary, do you want to say grace?"

Steve chuckled as the woman jumped a mile in the air, just from her name passing his lips. "Y-yes cousin, sure…"

As she prayed, Steve drew Mourtzouphlos from his little pouch beneath the table. Every adult braced, and the kids grinned. They all knew what was coming next.

With a great heft, the blade impacted the turkey, blasting it into correct portions for each plate. Some, having learned from past years, blocked it with their plates, and were served. Others took it like champs, confused champs with faces full of turkey. The kids all smiled and laughed.

Steve laughed too.



Scotch, Steve decided, was the best thing to drink on a cold winter's night. Here it was, he thought, me and you, and it's twenty twenty two. Happy new year!

His celebrations, however, were interrupted. Inside the fireplace, a purple crackle began to emerge. The fine Persian carpet lit up like something very flammable, and the crackling of thunder was the cause for much alarm. Most of it in Steve.

He knew this scent.

From the fireplace, emerged a man, taller than the first he had seen so many years ago, but also not burnt to a crisp.

"STEVE!" it bellowed. "YOU ARE HEREBY CHARGED WITH IMPROPER USE OF A PROPHETIC ITEM!"

Oh dear.

"YOUR DESTINY HAS BEEN SUSPENDED UNTIL FUTURE NOTICE. PLEASE TURN IN YOUR PROPHETIC ITEM LICENSE, AND REPORT TO YOUR LOCAL ALCHEMIST'S OFFICE."

Before Steve could squeak out a protest, Mourtzouphlos abandoned him, fleeing to the arms of a stranger. The stranger in question vanished in a burst of cotton candy smoke, leaving only a shattered oak floor and a broken glass of whisky to remember his name.

Steve's first thought was where an alchemists' office might be.

His second?

Where did the cactus go?



  
    Drowning



When the waitress brings the iced water to your table, you notice that his glass is opaque. "What's up with that?" you ask him, sipping from the edge of the ice cubes crinkling in your cup.

"Long story," he says, pushing his glass to the edge of the tablecloth. It nearly catches on the white floral embossing and spills, but he steadies it just in time.

"We have time," you say, shrugging. "This is a date, after all."

He clears his throat. "Okay - so - tell me, have you ever drowned before?"

You think back to when you were seven or eight. "Almost? I was at a water park with my folks, and thought I could swim against the tide pool. Does that count?"

"Almost drowning is different from actually drowning. For one thing, the water doesn't feel nearly as cold when it enters your lungs. It's warm - almost amniotic."

"Then there's the lights. When you close your eyes and you see them dancing behind the lids of your eyes, tracing paths like star trails." He draws a slow squiggled web with his fingers. "Just like this." You nod, half-comprehending.

"After that, that's when you get the NDE. Near-death experience. The darkness all around you, so thick around you that you could cease to exist if you stopped to think, even for a moment. And the light is so bright and so warm, it crackles on the inside of your skull." The candlelight flickers, catching itself almost audibly on the ice cubes in your glass. He pauses to let the words sink in. "What most people do then, they either stay and be consumed by the dark, or they move towards the light and awaken on the deck of some public pool, or next to a lifeguard in the middle of a crowded beach, or the shore of a cold lake, green water spilling from their throats. And they never come back."

"But there was something there and then for me, a presence or a mood - for really, what's the difference when you're dead - and it sang of hair and sea grass and other tangled things, and of strands of bubbles rising, rising, bursting in the dappled undersurface of the sky. It was close enough to touch. And real enough, too."

You are suddenly aware of how the whites of his eyes glimmer like a mouthful of teeth for an instant, and recoil involuntarily, accidentally knocking his drink off the table. He reaches out a hand to catch it but it is too late. The glass shatters, and you swear you can see a thousand wet smiles glittering in the shards, just as sure as you can see the colour drain from his face.



  
    An Impromptu Excursion



He just wants to be another customer at this crowded street cafe, enjoying the heat of the spice and crunch of the pork like any other customer here, but when the gangly man with the ridiculous button-up shirt and tie strolls up to his table, a little kid in tow, he sighs deeply. Remy's brought in another one.

Remy grins wildly, his tangled black hair mussed up in its customary fashion. "Sorry to bug you again, Alex." He speaks fluid Indonesian in a high, lilting tone. "She asked me to take her to the Library, and I just couldn't say no, really."

The girl clutching his hand is tiny and pudgy, chewing on her knuckle. She looks like she's barely just lost her first tooth, and certainly not old enough to be asking anyone to visit a Library that doesn't officially exist. Her wide eyes and pink shirt are almost comically out of place in the grimy joint, a fairy princess among the peasants.

"Look, Remy." Alex takes a good sip of his Tehbotol, wiping his mouth after he's done. "Why are you taking five year olds now? The tourists, the dog of all-" (people) "-things, now little girls?" He tugs at the collar of his khakis, the stifling heat of the Malang air only serving to choke him further. "We're not field trip guides, Remy, and we're not in the business of taking kids off the street for Library visits."

He takes another bite of the pork, before putting down his cutlery. "Let me guess, you made a mistake."

Remy glances from side to side at the other patrons and pulls up a chair for the girl, causing a couple of the other patrons to give him annoyed looks as his bookbag jabs into a few plates and backs. "Look, OK, I was just getting the books you wanted – which reminds me, there you are-" -he takes a leather-bound book from his bag and dumps it on the table, making the cutlery and the surrounding diners jump- "-and she just happened to be passing by Pak Sugi's place, alright?"

In response, Alex taps the side of his neck, where Remy has an elaborate-looking tattoo. "You had a glamour charm, you could've damn well used it," he grunts. The girl is now taking bites of the since-forgotten bowl of food, chewing on the roast pork.

His companion visibly deflates, bony shoulders slumping. "Look, I didn't think there'd be anyone passing by, and I sure as hell didn't think she'd be the one to notice it out of, you know, everyone else who happens to pass by the old bastard's house? Plus," he adds, "she's not stupid. She knows what we do."

Alex freezes. "…What did you do," he asks after a few moments of pause.

"I didn't do anyth-"

The girl bursts out into a choking fit and Remy quickly moves to thump her on the back. She coughs and the bowl rattles – Alex quickly pulls the bowl towards him and discovers, much to his surprise, that the thing in the bowl is… a diamond, or as close to it as he can tell.

Alex swears softly. "You weren't kidding, were you?"

"Not unless that's a special that someone hasn't told me about yet," Remy quips, picking up the gem and rolling it between his fingers. "Come on, the Hand's gonna be the best place for her. She's gonna get shot by the Gock, locked up by the Foundation, you really want to keep her here?"

"I…" Alex leans back in his chair, sighs deeply, and picks up the half-finished Tehbotol. "You roped me into this, you're getting the Indomie to open the Way," he scowls, getting up from his chair and placing a few notes on the table.

"Deal." Remy nods, gives Alex an apologetic peck on the cheek and pokes the girl's arm. "Come on… uh…"

"…You picked her up off the street, you wanted to take her to the Library and you didn't know even know her name." Alex rolls his eyes. "What's your name, then?" he asks the girl.

She smiles a toothy grin. "Jasmine, Pak Alex."

"Jasmine, huh?" He stares down at the little girl in the dress, remembers the reason why he's in this uniform, and his scowl softens the slightest bit. "Come on. Let's go visit the Library."

License: CC BY:NC:SA 3.0



  
    
      Tales of the Unknown Tribes

      A compilation of folktales and traditional stories. After much research, it is concluded that some stories do not match any known ethnographic style.

    

  
    Renmar



Once, in the Kingdom of Suva, there was a warlock of some renown by the name of Renmar the Trebucher. A shy man, he rarely ventured outside his front parlor, and always sent his feline companion to do menial errands. Most of his waking hours were devoted to the procurement of spells of any type. Levitation, Incantation, Dissimilation…all were practiced behind his closed parlor door. He would often use dozens of spells and incantations in one day, disregarding magical pressure to obtain the results he desired. His only confidant was the previously mentioned feline, who was his constant assistant in his studies and the only contact with the outside world.

The people of the market were accustomed to this once strange practice. Days used to go by where they might have refused a cat access to their stores, shooing her out as they would with common vermin. As the visits became commonplace, more and more shops opened their doors. After a few months, it became an unremarkable feature of the market. Birds flew, dogs barked, the cat retrieved its masters goods.

Now, Renmar was not reputed to have very concise technique. When he performed the arts, he left a hurricane of magical refuse and wreckage in his wake. He didn't always clean up either, often leaving dangerously magical objects just lying about the house. This would prove to be a poor practice, as it lead to such a great deal of misfortune for this warlock of repute, possibly the greatest misfortune in his lifetime.

Now, Renmar's feline was of the curious bent, as many of that species tend to be. She would often play with the levitating portions of the incantation process, batting them with her ruby paws and leaping from object to object, using the floating islands of matter as her own personal playground. One day, there was something… unusual floating in her masters lab. A misty green circle, glistening with an unknown light and hovering in the center of the room.

Without a second thought, she leapt towards it, expecting to land on a solid circle. Instead, she was turbulently tossed into the air, landing headfirst into the ceiling. Shaking her achey whiskers, she looked up. Or was it down? The floating portions of the home were now suspended above her, and indeed the ceiling was now beneath her feet! Tentatively, she took a few steps, inspecting her new predicament.

Deciding that she must find a way back to the ground, she once again launched herself into space, attempting to latch onto one of the numerous levitating objects in the magicians room. Sinking her claws into a floating tome, she was able to hang onto it. But the book proved to be a poor source of support-soon, she found her velocity carrying her throughout the room, colliding with all sorts of other objects and creating a terrible ruckus. Her path sailed towards the window.

She could feel a cool wind rustling her fur as she sailed into the air, tickling her ears. Looking down, she could see Renmar's home disappearing into the countryside. Soon, lines representing the many farms and estates in Suva began to come into view, before they too were obscured by a white mist, floating in the air around her. Everything seemed to be a pale shade of blue, with some streaks of black crisscrossing it.

The black lines grew bigger, and the blue grew dimmer. The wind whistling by became less and less pervasive, until soon it became nothing at all. She could feel her fur start to wander, as though it had a mind of its own and that mind was filled with a desire to wander from the body. As she looked up into the gaping black abyss rapidly growing above her, she could see small dots of light. Hundreds of them, painting a brilliant canvas of light spots across the sky.

Nobody in Suva, or anywhere else, knows what happened to Renmar after that. Some people say he left to search the earth for his lost companion. Other men claim that he left to the stars, to be with her as they saw the heavens. All that they really knew is when he left, he cleaned up his home and left one note to the townspeople. It's probably still nailed to his door with that big rusty stake, to this day.


Gone to see her. My fault, have to rectify before it is to late. Will return if possible.

R.M.





  
    Eggshells



At the beginning there were seven, and each was given an egg.

The First did not realize the gift he had been given. He set his egg aside and forgot about it, choosing to focus on more meaningful work. By the time he came back to it, he had become a god, and saw no need for such childish things. The egg was disassembled, studied, and cast back into the junk pile where it stayed for the rest of eternity.

The Second was too eager. He opened his before the gift inside had time to grow. What emerged was a monster. A cruel place, hospitable only by those that shared its nature. Soon, those who lived in it turned to conquest. They built great machines of war, efficient in design and function, and set out to the other worlds. Entire species fell before their might and were inducted into their ranks. Soon what had started as a single nation was an empire that spanned entire galaxies, and the Second wept at what he had done.

The Third's egg was traded away to a traveler, who cooked and ate it. He was fine, for a while, but then what was inside began to stir. Upon his death three months later the doctor performing an autopsy discovered a small civilization in his stomach. Rather than reporting the discovery, he bottled and kept it on a shelf in his house. There it resided for years, before the bottle was broken in a failed theft and its contents released. They drifted off into the void, never to be seen again.

The Fourth's was stolen in the dead of night. The thief traded it to a fence, who sold it to a jeweler, who put it on display and left it there. Many years later it began to hatch, but having lacked proper care and attention, the contents were twisted. The world inside was cracked and dented. Its people were similarly deformed. It was not long before it began to die. The energies released when it did created a second sun that still shines in the night sky.

The Fifth was more cautious. He saw the egg for what it was, and protected it accordingly. Sadly the Fifth had a wicked heart that infected the contents of the egg. What emerged was a nightmare, a world of pain and sorrow and fire. The Fifth knew it had to be destroyed before it went the way of the Second, and took it to the First. Together they worked out a solution. The world was destroyed without a trace.

The Sixth almost succeeded. She was a good woman who infused the egg with kindness. Sadly, before it could hatch, she died. The newly born world was left without a mother to care for it. The inhabitants suffered a slow death. Disaster struck them again and again, wearing it down until it was finally reduced to a blank slate. If life had ever been there, no one could tell. Certainly it would never develop again.

Then came the Seventh. He was not a bad man, but he was not a good one either. He knew the importance of the egg and raised it well. The hatching passed without trouble. What emerged from the egg was a stable earth. It had both good and evil. Its inhabitants were neither blood thirsty, nor unwilling to fight. Soon it flourished. And God knew his work was done. He passed on peacefully, and the Seventh took up his mantle, watching as we sprang forth from the nothing.

- Ancient Paleo-Eskimo creation myth





  
    The Rise and Fall of Muroideia





In the beginning, there were rats. Hopeless monsters just wandering around the Earth, no order, no place. Sheer freedom. They slept, they ate, they died. A change would have to be made, lest they would die out as a whole. There was only one to have such a vision: Ralurg. He was a cunning, powerful rat, with claws like the blades of a saw. One day, while he was out eating, he came across a small burrow. As he went in to investigate, some force took some sway on him and compelled him to enter. He saw an archaic rat, older than any had a right to be, lying next to a glass orb with mysterious, blue-tinted shapes within. She hissed, leaping for his throat, but Ralurg was much too powerful, and knocked aside the pitiful attack, following with a bite to the throat, killing her. Blood sprayed out of the wound, covering the orb. The blood boiled away quickly, but the inside of the orbs shapes had turned red. The shapes resolved into a image, and then another.
Ralurg saw the death of his people, and how there was nothing but small tribes trying to make some life for themselves. They ate, then they died, leaving no impact. Ralurg called out to his people in the walls, in the holes, in the fields and he said, "Rat-Kind! This kind of life for all us cannot last! We toil before we die, amounting to nothing! Our people are regarded as simple nuisances to the Men, and as food to the Serpents. No more I say! We must stand if we wish to live, fight for the most basic right to survive, and to do so we must work as one!" At this, several rats attempted to kill him at once, charging from all directions. After killing and eating all of them, as is the norm for Rat culture, he addressed his people once more. "I am heartened by how quickly even those who hate my message take to it, as it is the true wisdom."

In the coming days, Ralurg tested every rat in the realm, assigning groups to all and sending them to different areas. Runners dragged food and bedding back to the seat, Muroideia, where merchants and breeders lived. This is, as always, where the problems began. Rumors of the corruption of Lord Ironclaw of the Guard rocked the entire court, as they believed he was stealing food from the nation by sending it to his family, and this made the citizens cast doubt on King Ralurg. Acting on these reports, he made a decree, "All of those who have a fear of a corruption in my court may leave work until Ironclaw is cleared."

On that day, the nations productivity dropped into nothing, as protesters lined the streets of Muroideia. Seeing that nothing was ever going to be done this way, he quickly organized the execution of Ironclaw, who was thrown out into a yard where dogs lived.

After much deliberation after the fact, it was found that Lord Ironclaw was not in fact corrupt, and was having the couriers go different routes for their safety. Unfortunately, this lead to a suspicion that he was funneling it to his family. After his execution, a majority of Ironclaw's guard left, going back to the primitive past of living in a small tribe, slowly dying out of hunger. This left the supply lines open to to attack by snakes who opportunistically killed dozens of couriers. Without sustainable routes for food, starvation set in for people in Muroideia. The different groups dedicated to food gathering were killed off. As these deaths became the norm, riots broke out. King Ralurg and his court sent what was left of the guard to try to silence them, but they were killed as the angry mob of rats moved closer and closer to the palace it self.

The riots raged for days, leaving most of the population culled. The guard, or what was left of it, fought with valor but couldn't stem the tide of the people rushing to the palace for the king. After pushing to the king's own chambers, they slammed against the door again and again, trying to force their way to him so that they may kill him as they had done with the rest of the court. In other areas of the palace, pockets of Guard still fought to defend the staff from the angry horde, but they fell quickly.

Driven by desperation as his people rose in a wave to destroy all he built, Ralurg burrowed out, breaking into a large, bright room. He heard screams, and a strange whooping sound and running in his direction. As his eyes adjusted to the sudden light, he saw a small, point-nosed dog right in front of him. It bit him, and flicked its head once, snapping his neck and killing the great rat king Ralurg in one fell swoop.



  
    Kicker Of Elves



The title of Elf-Kicker is a prestigious and lucrative royal appointment, held by a long line of distinguished gentlemen. It is not an easy career to hold, as there is grueling physical training the kicker must endure. Each day, at sunrise, they must journey to the East Teba potato mines, in order to kick the mine people in their keisters.

Originally, the Elf-Kicker would kick elves, but the original race known as the elven people was driven to extinction due to the Divine Wind shortage of 497. In light of this, a new species was conceived to be kicked and enslaved, and thus the yellow frog-folk of West Teba were rechristened as the Elven Folk of East Teba.

One morning, the Elf-Kicker rose from his bed to complete his duties, as was his royal prerogative. But, upon his awakening, he discovered that the boots he had set aside to kick with had gone missing. He searched up, down, left, right, backwards, forwards, and all around the swampland, but his search was for naught. The boots refused to be found.

This was especially unfortunate, as the Royal Inspector of Elven Kicking and Conch Shells had been sent from Elra to annually inspect him. If this man found that the Elf-Kicker had lost his boots, he may declare him an incompetent, and allow another man to take his post! The thought of this terrified the Elf-Kicker, and caused his futile search to become more and more fervent.

Eventually, the first fingers of the sunrise began creeping over the landscape, heralding the signal of his doom. The Elf-Kicker had no choice but to report to the Happy Cooperative Elf Potato Mines. But without his boots, the Elf-Kicker knew that he would have no chance of finishing the elf-kicking quota set before him.

Now, the Elves themselves understood the Elf-Kickers position. Sure, there was the fact that he came over to them every morning and kicked them to death, but it was just his job. Just like their job was to dig in the potato mines, drawing ever deeper into the land in the search of rich potato liberation. So, when the Elf-Kicker professed his dilemma to them, they made him an offer: Once, just once, they would assist him in his task.

And so, the elves began kicking. They kicked each other, themselves, and shattered their fragile legs on walls and trees. Soon, the scent of kicked-to-death elf permeated the air. So, when the Royal Inspector of Elven Kicking and Conch Shells arrived, he saw the land strewn with kicked-to-death elves, and awarded his greatest praise to the Elf-Kicker.

Eventually, boots were found, and kicking resumed as normal. But on some days, he might kick them a little more softly, in remembrance of what they had done for him.

They appreciated it.



  
    A Brief History Of Stairs



Every Elrichian boy and girl knows about elevation platforms. These methods of ancient ascension, created before there was a King ruling the land, have been around for generations. Whether made of twine, or wire, or even the stringed earlobe of a Suvian pack rat, they're all the the same basic idea: a platform is lifted into the air so the passengers may reach a higher locale.

But what of the other methods of going up a tall place? There have been many attempts over the years to build one which may replace the elevated platform, but all have been disasters. The uphill waterfall, the double cannon, and turkey surprise… all were considered threats to the elevated platform, but were never adopted by the Sixth Carpentry Architecture Union. However, one method did come close.

Stairs, or the miniature self-propelled elevation foot mechanism, was developed in 232 V.G.E by Derixias Natheews, who believed it would bring about a revolution in transport units. Originally constructed out of steam powered lilly pads and bamboo sticks, later models would usually be made of stacked boxes of reeds. When patented, even the King was impressed, ordering the new Parlour Castle to be built with stairs instead of elevation platforms.

Now, it must be said that this shook up the Elra Architectural Sub-Union. For if the kind King was impressed by this new method of self-elevation, it could bring great trials and tribulations to their profession. But while the castle had to be built, it would be built by the enemy of all stair-kind: The Elevated Platform Architectural Sub-Sub-Union!

So, the cornerstone was struck, and the castle was constructed into the new year. As they labored, they took careful care on the 876th step. You see, the King had a habit of pausing to gaze upon his domain every 876th step. If this were true, then slightly weaker boards unable to support the corpulant royal at this juncture would be… tragic.

After many nights of toil and sweat, the castle had been raised from humble foundations to a massive structure of grandiose proportions. There were towers jutting out of bigger towers, and masonry made of the handsomest minerals. At the center of it all was a grand, 876 step staircase, spiraling to the heavens. The King saw it, and was pleased. Pausing briefly to gaze upon his domain, he was urged by Derixias and other attendees of the opening to ascend the stairs.

Step by step, he went upwards. Every board creak and footstep signaled another uplifting step to even more dizzying heights. From the ground, spectators watched in awe. Designers of the staircase and elevated platform alike steeled their nerves, for they knew this would make or break their chosen method of transport.

Finally, the King reached the 876th step. He stood briefly, gazing down upon his domain, and smiling. Then, there was a creak, a snap, and tragedy. Slowly, the King toppled backwards, his rotund form unable to find ground upon the myriad of now descending steps. The crowd watched in horror as he was tossed and beaten by the wooden monstrosity, and cringed at his agonized cries.

When he finally reached the ground, all faces were silent and ashen. Derixias alone wept, because he knew his downfall had come. Nevermore would stairs be wrought from iron or swampland. Forever onwards, they have been outlawed and their creators hanged from the tallest root. Maybe you can spot one in an ancient crumbling ruin, and remember the hubris of its fall.

But maybe not. After all, they are only stairs.



  
    Seven Offerings to the Campfire



Didja know ya can feel bones snapping through briar and hay?

Ya can, in a way. Ya can feel how tha bones give neath yer thumbs and how yer fingers seem to create a space where one never was. Ya shiver, then, ya know? Ya get the shivers, cause what most of da people don’t know, is ya can feel their soul escaping wherever ya kill ‘em at.

Didja know that? Ya can sink a knife into someone, and if they die slow, ya can watch da soul slip out of there. It’s like sweet smelling pipe smoke, ya know, da way it curls up into the air…

And if ya slit a through, ya can drink it sometimes, but it don’t stay. Most people piss ‘em out, which is hilarious. Ya start pissin’, and there’s this soul trying ta get out yer dick. Course, I don’t piss no more anyhow. I’mma startin’ ta think I never did, ya know? Memories are funny like that. What’s dat word? Ephemeral. Like souls.

Oh, but yeah, like I said. I can feel somethings.

Dat’s one.



Nothing quite so morbid, thank you very much.

It's silly, really, but there's nothing I enjoy quite as much as a nice mouse. Hehe… They're delicious, in a way that you silly boys wouldn't really understand. You like to cook things, and roast meat, and have those smells, but… ooh… That warm blood running down your cheeks when you sink your teeth into them. God, I miss walking with all the dreamers.

What? No, no. I'd never freeze dry them. How utterly distasteful. It would ruin them! The little squeaks they make are half the fun.

And that'll be two. How many more do we need?



Well, I can't really offer anything like that. I guess what I love most are missing things.

It's odd. I can't really describe it, but it's like… Know how when you're working on a puzzle, and you can't find the very last piece? But there's the hole. You know the shape. You know what should go there, but you can't tell what it is except by the shape of what's missing. That.

I know that I had a wife because I don't know that I didn't. Ya see? It's simple. It's the jailor's trick, ya know, to make you forget like that. I know I had a daughter, but not a son. I had two, living parents, because I don't not know that I had dead ones. You understand? So yeah. Missing things. Memories around missing memories.

And… um… that'll be three.



I've been… lucky. The jailers probably don't even know I exist. Not very many do.

Sometimes I've gone for weeks without talking to anybody else. I'm not avoiding people, but… Sometimes, it's like people see right through me. Literally, I mean. I try to talk with people and they just don't hear me, or don't see me. Sometimes they never even realize I'm there. It's like… living through a one way mirror. You can see out, but they can't see in.

I mean, it's not so bad. Sometimes it's lonely, but I've learned to live with it. I still like to spend time with people. I know so many little secrets, and I've never told one. It's beautiful to see how people act when they're alone. And… there's something wonderful about sitting and keeping somebody company, without them knowing I'm there. It's like I'm a guardian angel, almost. They might not notice me, but they… notice when I'm gone. I love being missed, I think. That's what I love.

…and there's four.



When I was born, there was nothing. Nowhere. There wasn't any place for me to be yet. Then came the light, and the heat, and the fire.

From the fire came more fire, and iron and dust and more light, and finally you. And you'll be gone soon, like your father was, and his father, and all the way back and all the way forward, and the stars and planets too.

When I die, everything else will have broken down, and nothing will be left but a distant hum of everything that ever was. And me.

There, five. You next.



Me? Oh. Well, a story. A thing. Yes, let me think. Ah, yes! There's one.

There's a place not very far from here. Nothing special, really. It's just an old barn. The farmhouse has already fallen down, you can just see the timbers, and it's nothing special at all, except for one thing that's very special, because, you see, it leads somewhere else.

Not another world. Not in the way you think of it, anyway. It's a place that's part of this world, but separate. It lays on top of it. It's the place where memories go when you're finished with them, and where dreams come from when you need them. It's where your yesterdays get curled up with the next day's hopes, and where shivery little nightmares go fluttering through the air like heartbeats.

I go there, sometimes, but not for very long. It's very confusing, because everyone's memories go there, and it's all muddled and hazy, and you can't think for very long. But if you're careful, and you bring some rope, you can bring things back. That's where I got this coat. It's woven from the memory of a summer in France and a dream of flying.

Well, that's six then. Who's next?



So I guess that I'm last then.

The kinds of things I've seen, you begin to know that there is little to love in this universe. So, I won't tell you what I love. No, I'll tell you what I fear most.

Do you know why we fear the dark? Is it because of the things we can't see? Is it the things that go bump in the night? NO. We can't see them, but we can hear them. But it's not a fear of nocturnal predators, at least not of earth. There is a star in the southern hemisphere. It goes by many names. Some called it the demon's star, although Al'gul took that name later in human history. It also goes by Yuggoth, and Shir'tal. But, in disregard of all astronomical geometries, it is only visible on the winter solstice.

And on that fateful night, somewhere below the equator, a meteor falls. And out of that meteor, made of pitch black obsidian, comes the sound of a sonorous, hateful, flute. That sound, as dreadful, and unnatural as it sounds, is the least of what the dread star brings.

What you ask? Well, I can't tell you, not in good conscience. I'll leave it up to you to decide what it does. Or you could travel south, and see it yourself. The meteors follow a pattern, and this year, for the first time in almost 500 years, should make land fall, somewhere on the shores of western Australia. Seek it out if you wish, but do so at your own peril, for there are things a human mind is not meant to know.

And that makes seven, and the last.



  
    Flying Primate Theory



Gather around, younglings, and listen. For tonight I shall tell you about our cousins.

You’ve got to understand that we weren’t always the way we are today. Back in the Old Times, we didn’t have our wings, and we scurried along branches to get to fruit, instead of flying to it like we do now, and we didn’t hang like we’re doing as I tell you this story. Other than that, though, we were similar enough to our present forms. We had fur, like we do today, and large eyes. In any event, things were, really, rather good back then. Not as good as they are today, but there weren’t many predators, there was lots of fruit, and even if we couldn’t fly, we could still start to touch the sky.

The problem was that we weren’t really satisfied with that. We worshipped the Twin Orbs even in those days, and to us the ultimate expression of worship was to fly to them. That was before the Twin Orbs made their wishes known to us, and we found that they wished for us to fly in Their Light.

It was around that time when Inhumat summoned us to the tallest tree in the forest. We all attended, no matter how far the journey was. Finally, when we arrived, and the Silver Orb had started to show himself, he showed us what he had requested our presence for.

He threw a rock into the air.

“And what of this?” Inamat asked acidly after a long moment. “You threw a rock into the air. We all knew that rocks can be thrown. Every evening we throw rocks at the Twin Orbs to show them how much we love them. Sometimes we throw offerings of ripe fruit. What is the point of calling us here?” Inhumat held up a finger.

“Ah-ah, brother, but look at where the rock went.” Everyone looked where Inhumat pointed. “Now, I will grant that after it went up it went back down, but I have thought about this for a long time, and I think that if we manage to throw someone with enough force, they could reach one of the Twin Orbs.” This seemed reasonable to everybody, but Inamat had another problem.

“While true, we aren’t strong enough. I have thrown many things, and they never go very far. Even Tuau cannot throw things that far.”

“Very true,” Inhumat admitted. “But yesterday I saw something that threw rocks very far.” Then he pointed at a volcano, and threw a rock at it in case someone wasn’t quite sure what he was pointing at. “That thing there roared and threw rocks and fire. Much later a rock fell from the sky, as hot as the fire that came from that thing. Maybe, if it could throw rocks really high, it could throw one of us really high, and we could get to one of the Twin Orbs!”

Now Tuau had a problem. “How do we get it to throw us, then? Should I punch it?”

Inhumat shook his head. “I have thrown many rocks at it, but it refuses to roar and throw things. I have gone so far as to have my kinmen stampede a rhino into a tree so the tree fell on the thing, and so that the coconuts were thrown at the thing, but it did not roar and throw things.” All were impressed. To use a rhino to throw things at other things – that was a true accomplishment. “I suggest we have someone sit on it and wait. I have gone down, and the thing inside has sealed its home by placing a big rock across the entrance. I think that will be the first rock it throws.”

Inamat thought about this. “I shall go,” he volunteered. “I shall sit on top of the big rock, and hang on has hard as I can.” And with that Inamat scurried down the tree and onto the volcano. “And could someone throw a mango at me?”



Inamat sat there for a very long time – and that was no small task for one as fast as Inamat was. For days Inamat sat there, being brought food and water in banana leaves. Finally Inamat started to get bored.

“This isn’t going to work,” he said on the tenth day, and threw a rock at the ground in frustration. Everyone was quiet for a while. Even the jungle birds were silent. Then, Inhumat spoke.

“I think I hear roaring.” Inamat pressed his ear to the rock.

“It’s heating up,” he reported proudly – and then there was a thunderous roar as the volcano threw rocks and fire into the sky, along with Inamat. Tuau and Inhumat and Atam and dozens more watched in awe as the rock Inamat was on arced into the sky, but soon their vision was blocked by the canopy.

“Do you think he’s all right?” Atam asked in concern.

“I’m sure he’s fine. Now let’s go find him so he can tell us what the Twin Orbs are like up close!” Inhumat said as he scurried off.



They searched for days, but it was only on the edge of the forest when they found Inamat.

“Did you reach the Twin Or—“ Inhumat started to ask, but was cut off by Inamat punching him in the face, flattening it.

“No, I did not. Instead I was nearly burned alive and squashed, all thanks to you.” And Inamat punched Inhumat off the tree. Inhumat fell to the ground, and tried to come back up the tree, but Inamat kicked him, and he fell down again. The third time, Inamat crushed his fingers, and Inhumat had to walk on his hind legs because his front ones were in such pain, and he was no good at climbing any longer.

“May your cleverness be the death of you!” cursed Inamat. “May your children try and fail to reach the Twin Orbs, and further, and may they forever look at them in grief of their loss!”

Inhumat ran away to the wide open spaces, and he never came back. From then on Inhumat’s descendents would be repelled by us… usually. Perhaps those that aren’t are a sign that the curse is wearing away with time, which can only be a good thing. But his sons and daughters imitated their father, and took their strangeness to new levels. They lost their hair, grew to be giants, and became ever more clever, though they still all too often stumble over their own wit.

Because Inhumat’s great-great-great, and many greats besides, grandchildren managed to go to the Silver Orb anyway.

There’s probably a lesson there, though we don’t care to find it.



  
    Found Across The Sea



1

I wake up for the first time on the second story of an abandoned house. My creators have already left. A set of clothes, recordbook and pencil are at my side, so I don't have to take any steps to retrieve them. In the room there's a bed, two steps away, a desk, three steps away, and a door and a window, both five steps away. I climb out the window and skip having to walk through the house.

12

I hop out the window and almost twist my ankle. There are eight houses on this block, big ones. At least 250 steps around, easily. You have to admire the Builders. To live the briefest of all lives, with no time for creating progeny or finding a partner. Entirely devoted to making not even a whole construction, but a part. Each of these houses probably cost a dozen lives.

20

A small sign nailed into the grass proclaims this the town of Oro. Eight blocks of eight houses. One dispensary, 70 large steps away. One communications center, 43 large steps away. A hub, 56 large steps away. A library, 92 large steps away. I head for the dispensary.

90

There are only four other people at the dispensary. A man taps the button for fluids and is given a gallon jug of water. A woman asks for food, and gets several bags of jerky. The couple next to me discusses something in hushed tones, occasionally glancing over their shoulder to make sure I'm not listening in. After a few minutes they come to a decision and place a token into the slot. The machine dispenses a large brown box. They take it and leave. I request food and fluids, and get several bags of chips and orange soda.

116

I go to the library next. A man is outside, desperately talking to a woman. He's taken 9,000 steps already, he says. Please, I just want to form something before I die. But she ignores him and walks off. When she leaves, the desperate facade disappears. He mutters some swear words to himself before turning back on when the next woman comes past.

I'm not sure what I've come here for. My purpose is to write, not to read. Perhaps if I read others' accounts, I can write my own better. I type in “recordbook”, and a red notebook pops out of the slot. Flipping through doesn't reveal anything interest. A journey through a town, dialogue with a few inhabitants. Well-done, but nothing special. The author plays it safe, keeping the big questions in the corner of the text where they can't be addressed. I deposit it and request another. This one is blue, written in neat cursive script, and absolutely atrocious. The writer has barely any idea what he's doing. The events are muddled and unclear, they hop from place to place seemingly at random, and the prose is blander than week old potato soup. Disgusted, I deposit it and request another.

I flip through sixteen books total, all disappoints. Some were good, a couple even close to great. But they were all uninspired. Safe. The notes my creators left said that writers exist so that other may know the secret truths about that world. That we are to peel back the layers of apathy in society and shake people out of their complacency. To show them new truths they never could have dreamed of. If this is true, none of these people could be considered writers. They lived and wrote only the most mediocre lives. They took no great risks.

Is that what I am destined for? To live nothing of worth, create nothing of worth? And then die? Is that all my creation means? I cannot allow it.

A map taped to the side of the library says the closest town is 516 large steps down the western road, so that's the direction I go.

190

A man has stopped by the side of the road. Seeing a possibility for an interesting story, I stop to talk with him.

“I don't want to die,” he says.

“None of these people do, but they keep walking,” I say.

He looks up at me. “I'll be dead before I reach the end of the road. I can't do it. Please, let me stay here.”

“Death isn't something to fear,” I tell him. “You should embrace the new journey. Take joy in what your progeny will do once you're gone.”

“I don't have any,” he says. “I couldn't find anyone. I've walked nine thousand, nine hundred steps, and I've got nothing to show for it. Just go, please. I want to be alone.” I try to coax more out, but he says nothing of interest. There's no story here. I continue on.

632

The town's throwing a massive celebration. A hundred people, maybe more, moving through the streets, dancing, laughing, drinking. The buildings have been strung up with banners and streamers. Confetti carpets the grown. A woman with two large glasses of green, bubbly liquid comes up to me. She shoves one of the glasses into my hands.

“What are you celebrating?” I ask.

She laughs. “Do we need a reason?”

“It's generally expected.”

Again, she laughs, and sips her glass. “Not in this town. We felt like celebrating, so we did. It's not like we've got anything else to do, you know?”

“I wouldn't, actually.”

“Oh, I see.” She raises an eyebrow. “A writer, then.”

“How did you know?”

“You're the only ones that would be wandering around like this. Are you going to drink that, or just stare at it?”

I take a sip. It's cool, and minty. There's a burn to it. “What is this?”

“Mint juice. Come on, I want to show you something.” She grabs my sleeve and pulls. Reluctantly, I follow.

671

She leads me to the living room of a medium sized house. A man and a woman are already there, talking on the couch. They give us a cursory acknowledgment, then ignore us. The woman who led me here falls into a chair and points for me to take a seat.

“You never said what your name was,” I say.

“Karen,” she says. “Though that's not fair, since you never gave me yours.”

“I haven't decided yet,” I say.

She takes another gulp of mint juice. “Damn, how young are you?”

“Six hundred, eighty-three steps.”

She makes a face. “Well fuck, if I had known that I wouldn't have invited you home.”

“I can leave.”

“Nah, might as well stay.” She stares into my eyes. I hadn't noticed this earlier, but her eyes are beautiful. Brown, with flecks of green and gold running around the center. They stay locked on me, boring through as she takes a last sip from the glass and places it on the desk next to the chair. “Nice to meet you, Elethiomel.”

“That's an odd name.”

“You're an odd person.” Finally she breaks eye contact, to pick up her glass. “Even for a writer.”

“Am I?”

“What, you didn't know?” She grins. “You practically wear a fucking sign.”

“I'm not that bad.” I drink again. My tongue is going a bit numb. It feels good.

“Whatever you say.” She draws her legs up, off the floor, and is quiet for several minutes. The two on the couch embrace and lie down. The man whispers something into the woman's ear.

Karen breaks the silence by saying, “What's it like being a writer?”

I shrug. “I'm not the best person to ask that. There are probably four or five older ones within a few hundred steps.”

“Yeah. No. That's not what I mean. Just… you know,” she waves her hand in place of a word, “what's it like to know what you're supposed to do? You've been around to think about that.” She doesn't look at me as she asks the question.

“It's not something I've thought about.” I consider the question for a moment. “Why are you asking? Walkers know what they're supposed to do.”

Karen scowls. “We don't have a purpose, we have a fucking end-state. You guys, builders, writers, whatever, you always know what you should do. We just know what we need to have done, once we're dead. What's that like?”

“Easier than not knowing.”

She lets out a staccato laugh. “Of course it's fucking easy.”

“I don't know what else you want me to say.”

Karen shakes her head. “No, it's fine. Just… I don't know. It's nothing.” She stands and walks to me. Places something in my hand. A gold dispenser token. I look at up at her. Her face is blank. “Well?” she says.

“I can't. I'm sorry.” I hand her the coin and leave the house.

It would have been so easy to take it. To settle down with her, create a progeny, and live a comfortable, happy life. I was almost tempted to. But I could not help but think of the books, back at the library, and what would happen if I had taken her offer. Mine would have joined theirs, mediocre, forgettable, meaningless, another tale of creation and death. That is not the story I'm looking for.

812

I'm standing at the edge of town with three other people, watching the road. There aren't many people on it now. Most people travel during the day, and the few who don't are at the celebration. Someone gave me a cigarette, and the four of us are smoking. The one who gave me the cigarette's a writer, but he doesn't want to answer any of my questions. So I watch the stars until the cigarette's smoked to the filter and move down the road.

900

The empty road is relaxing. It's a cool night, and the only noises are the buzzing insects and faint pulse of music from the celebration. For the first time since I woke up, I'm able to gather my thoughts. Where do I go from here? The knowledge my creator's left me with says that it's traditional for writers to travel from city to city along a single road, collecting what stories they can. I can see another city not far off. My estimate would about 500 steps.

But cities are not where you find great stories. You do not create great works by sticking to what is already known. The books in the library told known stories, and were meaningless for it. My stories won't be traditional. I take my first step off the road.

1483

I've come to a small building. It's the only structure I can see in this area, or have seen for the past 600 steps. The walls are crumbling. Someone's covered the south end so thoroughly in graffiti that the brick is no longer visible. The glass in all the windows except one has been shattered. I peer into one on the north wall. There's nothing inside that I can see, but I don't dare shine my flashlight in, so there could be almost anything lurking inside. After listening for a long while and hearing nothing, I risk using the light. There's nothing inside. I climb through the window, lay out my mat, and go to sleep.

1489

I'm woken in the middle of the night by someone holding a knife to my throat. When I open my eyes, I see three men standing above me. Someone, who I assume is the same person holding the knife, is pressing a knee into my back.

One of the men takes a single step forward and squats. He's the shortest of the three, with thick blonde hair pulled back in a short ponytail, and thick, venous arms. His clothes are covered in several layers of filth, so that any color or designed is hidden. His skin is tan and webbed with tribal tattoos. In his hands is a lead pipe. He taps it against my forehead.

“What are you doing off the road, writer?” His accent is thick, but I can't identify it. “Don't you have business elsewhere?”

I try to speak, but fear bests me, and only a small moan escapes. The pressure on my back increases.

“You have come into our home without permission. Wasted the steps of me and my brothers to retrieve you. These are serious crimes.”

“No,” I manage to gasp out, “I don't mean any harm, I promise. I just needed a place to stay the night.”

The man frowns. “There are many other places than this.” He stands, and motions with his hand. The knife slips away from my neck, and the pressure releases from my back. “Stand. You will come with us.”

I move to my feet. Once I do, a hand grabs my shoulder. I don't dare turn to see who it belongs to. “You will follow us,” says the man. “We will take you 400 steps to the north, to our city.”

400 steps to their city. My heart quickens at the number. If that's where they came from, retrieving me has cost each man almost a tenth of his life. Of course they're angry. But why come at all? Something tells me it's best not to question it for now.

The one behind me shoves me forward. “Come,” says the blonde man. He opens the door and waits. I follow.

1901

They lead me across the desert and through the streets of their city to a small black hut. There are no windows. No door covers the entrance, but when we approach, the blonde man raps on the side anyway. He has said nothing since we left the shack where they found me. His comrades have been similarly silent.

“Who is it,” says a heavy, cracked voice from within the hut. It has an accent similar to the blonde man's.

“Rafael,” says the blonde man.

“Enter,” says the voice.

The one leading me shoves me forward into the hut.

1905

The hut is lit by only a few candles. There are no decorations except for two cushions in the back. Sitting on the cushions are a woman and a man. The man has black hair, cropped short, and a square face littered with scars. The woman is blonde, with a round face and smooth skin, except for a single scar running from her forehead to her lips. Their skin is as pale as Rafael's, and similar tattoos sneak out from under their clothing.

The man inspects me without moving. “This is him?”

Rafael nods. “We found him sleeping. He's a writer.”

The man finishes inspecting me. His eyes meet mine, and I'm surprised at how lifeless they are. “Do you know why we brought you here?”

I gulp. “No.”

The man nods. “I didn't expect Rafael to explain. It's a sacred place, you see. Many, many years ago, our city was located there. An infection of the lands forced us to move. When we did so, we dismantled all of the buildings, except for the center.” His voice cracks and grows quieter as he speaks, until it is almost inaudible. One of the men comes forward with a canteen. The elder takes it and drinks, then resums talking. “It is a testament to what we have built. The steps our clan has payed for its continued survival. Using it in such a profane way was unacceptable.”

I had heard of this, in the memories my creators left me. Clans that lived away from the roads, built their own cities, who took great pride in the work of their ancestors. Not enough people traveled off the roads for that to be anything more than rumor. And yet, here they were. “I'm very sorry,” I say.

“Your apologies mean nothing,” snaps the woman. “These four have payed three thousand, two hundred steps to erase the stain you made. You will pay us back with your own.” She rises from her cushion and takes two steps towards me. Rafael's eyes go wide, and he begins to say something, but is silenced with a wave of her hand. “Next to this hut are two stones, one hundred steps apart. You will walk between them thirty-two times. If you do not, we will kill you here, and consider the debt repaid.” I catch a glimpse of her eyes. They're not lifeless, like the man's. There's a storm in them.

5117

In the space of an hour, I've gone from young to middle-aged. Rafael and the woman observe my walk, not speaking as I trudged from stone to stone and back again. When I finish, the woman leaves, and Rafael approaches me.

“You're free to do what you want,” he says, “though I suggest you be careful where you rest from now on.”

I look around, at the surrounding city. There are about twenty houses, made of dark brick, some one story, others two. A few men and women sit by them, talking. One man walks through the rows carrying a bundle of wheat. He disappears inside one of the two-story houses. In the window of the second floor, I see a woman sitting in a chair, drawing on a large easel. It is far from the bustling city I came from, where two dozen people wandered through the streets at any given time, and four dozen more sat in the houses. I can't see any dispensaries or hubs, or any piece of advanced technology.

“If you wouldn't mind, I'd like to stay a while.”

Rafael shrugs. “If you wish. Don't cause any disruptions.” He leaves me, entering one of the single story houses.

5133

I approach a woman sitting by one of the houses. She's smoking a black, hand-rolled cigarette, and glances up as I walk by.

“Hello,” I say. “Do you mind if I sit here?”

She looks me up and down and shrugs. “If you want.”

I take a seat and pull out my recordbook. “What is this place?”

“You would be what they call a writer.” There's an accusatory tone to it.

“I am. Is that a problem?” I don't open the recordbook. Across the street, four men are playing a board game I don't recognize. One nods at me and says something. The others burst out laughing.

“It's an oddity,” she says. “To have your actions predetermined like that… it's not the way things were intended.”

“It's what keeps society running smoothly,” I say, opening the recordbook and beginning my notes. I haven't taken any since Rafael woke me in the hut, but filling that in will wait until I'm finished here. “If everyone did as they liked, we wouldn't have our great cities or roads. People would die of starvation and thirst and lack of shelter. It would be miserable.”

She takes a long drag on the cigarette and blows pitch black smoke. “We do well for ourselves without it. Your cities are too extravagant. Wasteful. How many people die to build one of your houses? Do nothing with their lives but lay down brick and mortar and piping? It's pitiful.”

I wonder how many city-dwellers have come through here. How many times this city has been recorded. I can't be the first, if she knows so much about us. This village is close to the roads. The true wonders must be farther out, where most people fear to waste steps traveling. That doesn't mean this isn't worth the visit, though. “I'd like to hear more,” I say. “Would you mind if I stay at your house tonight, before I leave the village.”

“These houses aren't 'ours', any more than the ones in the city are yours. You can stay in whichever one you wish.” She knocks against the one behind us. “This is where I'm sleeping tonight.”

I nod. “Thank you.”

“Don't thank me when I haven't given anything,” she says. She flicks the cigarette to the dirt, stands and enters the house. I follow.

5139

The house is simple. One floor, all one room. There are five beds laid out in one corner. There's a small kitchen, a bookshelf, and what I assume is a bathroom blocked off by a curtain. The rest is empty. There's a man at the kitchen, slicing vegetables. He greets the woman as she walks in, without looking at her. She says something in return. They speak in a language I don't understand.

The woman moves to one of the beds and lays down, staring at the ceiling. I sit on the one next to her. “So, what's your name?” I ask.

“Kes,” she says. “It was my creator's creator's name.”

“It's a nice name,” I say. “I'm Elethiomel.”

“How nice,” she says. “Why did you come here, Elethiomal? Are you seeking a more interesting story, like the others?”

“I am,” I say. “How many others have there been?”

“Too many,” she says. “They always act as if they know some secret to living that we don't. Like we're a lesser culture, whose only value is adding novelty to their writing. Sometimes your wanderers come through, and they're more tolerable. But usually it's writers.”

“Well, I'm not interested in judging. I'm just looking for interesting stories.” The bed surprisingly soft. More so than the one I woke up. I wonder what they make it out of.

“Many of them have said that. But they always ending up doing more.” She rolls over in bed to face me. “I find your society, what I've seen of it, just as distasteful as you find my own. It's obnoxious, and loud, and most of all, it's wasteful. It uses lives as we use water, or food.”

“To serve a greater purpose.”

“What greater purpose do you serve, writer? Why are you important enough to stand among builders, or engineers, or farmers?”

“I make sure the past is remembered.”

“Perhaps,” she says, and rolls to face the wall. “I'm going to sleep. If you're still here when I wake, please don't talk to me.”

I'm silent for the rest of the night, thinking. The man in the kitchen finishes making his meal and eats it. He lays down in the bed across from me. Eventually, I drift into sleep.

5145

When I wake up, the house is empty. I sit up and look out the window. Outside, Kes and the man from the kitchen are smoking and talking. The man sees me, but doesn't seem to care. Out a different window, Rafael and a man I don't recognize are sharpening swords.

5157

The sun is blazing hot, hotter than it ever was in the city. The streets are more populated than they were yesterday. Groups of people cluster around houses, talking and drinking. There's about twenty people in all.

I approach Rafael. He sets the sword aside and stares at me.

“Yes?” he says.

“I was wondering what other places like this are around here.”

“There's nothing like this,” he says, “Another tribe lives 650 steps that way.” He points in a north-easterly direction.

I nod, thank him, and go on my way.

5263

Most writers don't venture off the roads for the simple reason that they don't want their work to go unread. They fear their works being lost in the desert when they take that final, fatal step. They would rather their works be bland and drab than abandoned in the desert. An understandable sentiment. Sometimes, I feel it too. But either way, lost or lifeless, your works are forgotten. So I'll take the extra steps into the unknown, in pursuit of that greatness.

5813

I stumble upon a village even smaller than the last. In fact, calling it a village is overstating it. I see ten people, several heads of livestock, a small field of grain, and no buildings. Sleeping mats are laid out on the ground around a fire pit. Most of the people are still sleeping, except for a man tending the fire. He looks up as I approach and his eyes narrow.

“Who are you?” He says. His accent is high and thick.

“I'm a traveler,” I say. “Seeking new lands and stories off the roads.”

“The roads? You are a city-dweller?” As he speaks, he picks up a thin metal rod and stirs the coals. Sparks leap from the fire, bounding into the air.

“I am,” I say. “Have many come through here?”

“No,” he says. “You are the second that I've seen, and I've been alive for many steps. The first was panicked, frantic to get back to the road.”

“Did he?”

“No. He died here. He was the first who told us about the roads. We didn't know where they were.” He looks at me with a suspicious eye. “You say you are looking for stories?”

“I am,” I say. “I'm a storyteller.”

“How fortunate,” says the man. “I am as well.” He sets down the rod and turns fully to face me. “I will tell you a story. A long time ago, before our clan was formed, a man was birthed. On the outside, he appeared as any other man did. On the inside, too, he felt the same as any other man. All appearances suggested that he was an ordinary man, fated to take many steps and die.

“As his final step approached, the man made preparations. When his final 100 steps approached, he turned to the west, as was custom among his people, and began to walk. Except, when he took what should have been his fatal step, nothing happened. He did not die. His essence was not released. His body remained whole. At first, he thought he had simply miscounted. Such a thing was rare, but not unheard of

“But, he took more and more steps. So many that it would have been impossible to have miscounted. He circled his clan a dozen times, yet nothing happened. Mystified, he returned to the village, and explained what had happened. They did not believe him at first, thinking him a coward who didn't want to take his last steps. But when they saw how much he walked, far more than any man would dream of, they began to think he was telling the truth.

“He took many more steps. Thousands. He walked from clan to clan, telling them of what he had discovered. Like his own, the disbelieved him at first, until he demonstrated it. When they did, many threw themselves at his feet, praising him as a messiah. Everywhere he went, he picked up more followers, claiming that he was The Prophet returned. And he did nothing to disabuse them of this thought. In fact, he welcomed it. Thousands of men and women lived and died in his path. He did not preach anything in particular, only the possibility of salvation if they followed him. And people, desperate fools that they are, believed him.

“One day, his followers had particular difficulty waking him up. They assumed he was only in a deep slumber, as the previous night had been full of festivities. But then they saw that he was not breathing, and his heart no longer beat. Even then, they did not quite realize what had happened. The idea of a man dying and leaving behind was unthinkable, you see. For hours they tried to rouse him. And finally, it dawned on them what had happened.

When word spread, his empire collapsed. People scattered, their hopes crushed. The great camps he had set up dissolved as people pilfered away their contents. There were great battles between various groups of followers, all with their own beliefs on what had happened. Eventually, they quieted, and life in the desert mostly returned to normal. Eventually, the man was forgotten.”

The storyteller stops.

“Is that it?” I ask.

He nods, and stirs the fire.

“That's not much of a story,” I say.

“No, but it's a valuable one,” says the man. “I think it best if you leave before the others wake. They're not fond of outsiders.” He points north. “A large clan lies that way, perhaps 700 steps. They may have something of value to you.”

I thank him, and go on my way.

6400

I walk for 600 steps in the direction he told me, but see nothing. Is it possible he lied? A trick, to kill the wandering outsider? It's possible. But still, I keep walking. It's better than turning back.

6710

I've fallen into a trap. I've walked almost a thousand steps, and still see nothing but sand. No village, no people. Fifty steps ago, I passed the body of another wanderer. The flesh had long ago been eaten away, the bones bleached white. All that remained was a small book, its pages yellowed and torn. The few that were still legible were written in a script I've never heard of. I'm not sure why I took it. It seemed a shame to leave such a thing lost in the desert.

8045

I was wrong about one thing and right about the other. There were, in fact, people. It was also a trap, just not the usual sort. No sooner than 40 steps after I wrote the previous entry, the sand sunk out from beneath me and I fell. Not a long fall, perhaps 10 feet, but as I wasn't expecting it, I landed badly and twisted both of my ankles. I landed in a dark room with a metal floor that smelled vaguely of shit, the only light being provided from the hole I fell through. Even that soon disappeared when it slid back shut. I lay there, on the cold metal, yelling for somebody to please help me. It was silly, I know. If anyone could have heard me, they wouldn't have been the type to provide help. Still, my thoughts were scrambled by fear and pain, and it seemed the right the to do at the time.

God only knows how long I lay there. Long enough for my voice to crack and disappear, and for my stomach to begin to moan in hunger. I crawled across the floor to the wall, tracing the perimeter of the room several times, but could find nothing that seemed like a possible exit. Eventually, the stench, hunger, and pain became overwhelming, and I vomited. Then I crawled back to the center of the room and, somehow, fell asleep.

I was woken by someone kicking my shoulder. They weren't strong kicks, but were enough to hurt when when repeated enough. I moaned and tried to crawl away, but I rough hands grabbed me and jerked me to my feet. Two voices were speaking in a language I didn't understand. The room is still too dark to see anything.

“Please,” I said, “I don't mean any harm. I came here by accident.”

One voice, the deeper of the two, says something I can't understand. The second, higher voice laughed. Is it a female's? I couldn't tell. Possibly.

There's the sound of grinding metal, and we began to walk forward. By my estimate before, it was some 10 steps from the center of the room to the edge. We went that, and keep walking. My eyes began to adjust to the light, and I could just make out the shape of walls to the left and right of us. There was a brighter light up ahead. It grew slowly as we walked.

We went a hundred and thirty-four steps in all before we reached the light. I had to close my eyes for a minute to prevent myself from being blinded. We took a winding path, going slightly downhill. After 35 steps, we stopped. I opened my eyes, and gasped.

We were standing at the edge of a tall cliff. Spread out beneath us was the largest city I had ever seen. Somehow, a massive cavern had been hollowed out, some 300 steps tall, and this is where the city sat. It must have been close to three thousand steps from end to end, a massive circle carved into the stone. Buildings were stacked upon buildings in dozens of layers, made of wood, stone, brick- anything available. Poles criss-crossed between houses. Hanging from them were platforms, that moved slowly from building to building, layer to layer, moving people from one side of the city to the other without having to take more than 10 steps.

One building towered above the rest. Set on the far side of the city, it was carved from the same stone as the cavern, extending from the floor to the ceiling. Hundreds of platforms moved to and from it, some carrying people, some empty. The walls were carved with statues, murals, and decorations, telling a story I couldn't even begin to fathom. At the top, near the ceiling, was a massive semi-circle window, in which a bright light shone.

I glanced over to my captors, finally getting a good look at them. As I had thought, there was a man and a woman. Both were taller than me by several inches, heavily muscled, dressed in loose, white cloth. Their skin was so pale you could see every vein beneath, their hair a dark red. They stared at the building with a reverent gaze.

The woman shoved me forward, onto a wooden platform that jutted from the cliff. I collapsed to my knees, and they stepped on. The man pulled a lever. The platform shuddered and began to inch forward. It rattled as it moved, but it went quickly, and felt stable, though that offered little comfort. I clung to the center of the platform, praying that it wouldn't tip.

Tracing its path, I saw that we were headed for the semi-circular window at the top of the tower. The spot of my execution? It seemed as if my journey so far had mostly involved various people fighting over the right to kill me.

The woman and man continued their conversation. The man kept glancing from me, to the woman, to the tower, shifting his weight from side to side. Even though I couldn't understand them, his words felt like they were growing more agitated. The woman had a playful tone to her voice. She laughed several times, and hardly looked at me or the tower. Once, she tried to reach over to touch the man's shoulder, but he batted her hand away. She seemed more annoyed from then on.

The conversation ceased about 200 steps from window. The two of them stared into, not moving. Inside, I could make out silhouettes of several people moving around. As it grew closer the platform slowed, then shuddered to a stop. The woman reached down and yanked me to my feet.

“You could just tell me to stand,” I said.

She ignored me, instead shoving me forward. I limped off the platform and through the window. Inside were seven people, all as tall, pale, and red-headed as the man and woman. Four were engaged in intense conversation. The other three were watching. They turned to look as I lurched off the platform.

The room was a circle, perhaps 400 steps from end to end. The stone walls were carved completely smooth, and hundreds of small, glowing stones were embedded in them. In the center of it, a small cushion had been placed, surrounded by a ring of stones. The four sat around the ring. The other three were standing back.

She shoved me into the ring, and motioned at me to sit. I sat. So did she, just outside of the circle. The others joined her. They stared at me wordlessly.

“Um,” I said. “Why did you bring me here?”

The looked at each other. One of them, a (relatively) shorter male with a long ponytail, said something I couldn't understand. The whole group laughed. Another female, whose face was covered in scars, spoke up, and the laughter suddenly ceased.

There was a minute of silence, and then a furious discussion began. I couldn't determine exactly what they were saying, but by the amount of pointing my way and angry gestures in my direction, I assumed it couldn't be good for me. At one point, the ponytailed-man stood up, screaming at one of the women, and had to pulled to the side by two others. He sulked in the corner for the rest of the conversation.

It was close to an hour before they seemed to reach an agreement, and most still seemed dissatisfied. The man and woman who had brought me here stood, said something to the others, and walked off. The rest sat in silence, staring at me. I tried to think of appropriate to say.

“What is this place?” I asked. They didn't respond. I don't know why I expected them to.

The man and woman returned. Following them was a much older, much shorter man, and a much older, much shorter woman. As soon as they entered, everyone's head turn to stare. The young man and woman returned to the circle. The older two paced around the room once, then walked to stand just outside of it. The old woman said something. The old man added a question. The young woman nodded and replied.

Attention returned to me. One of the men tried to say something, but was silenced when the old woman laid a hand on his shoulder. He bucked it off and stormed out of the room. A second man sighed and muttered something, to which the old man replied. He pulled a young knife from his robe and handed it to the young man. Then he and the old woman exited the room.

The man with the knife traced a finger along the edge, then slashed at the air with it. He stood and fixed his eyes on me.

I scrambled backward, trying to push myself to my feet, but before I could stand they were on me. Two grabbed my shoulders and slammed me to the floor, while two others grabbed my legs and twisted, pulling me back. I tried to kick out, but their grip was too strong, and my legs were locked in place. The man with the knife stepped over to me and knelt down. He placed a hand on my chest. The knife hovered over me, waiting to make a cut.

He moved his hand across my chest, applying gentle pressure, feeling for just the right spot. When he got to my stomach, he stopped, and looked up the others. The scarred woman holding my shoulder nodded.

“No!” I yelled, trying to wrench myself away. I thrashed in their grip, but it was too strong, and I could only squirm. The man brought the knife up, gripping the hilt with two hands.

I was going to die here. There were too many of them, they were too strong. I could barely move my limbs, and they wouldn't listen to my pleas. So I did the only thing I could think of. I bit the woman.

She screamed, and jerked her hand back. There was a ripping noise as skin and muscle tore from bone. Blood squirted into my mouth, and I spat out the flesh. At the same time, swinging my fist straight into the stomach of the man holding my shoulder. Something flashed in the corner of my eye, followed by pain ripping through my shoulder and back as the knife sliced into me.

I can't quite remember what happened next. I lashed out again, knocking someone away, and managed to get one of my feet free. Kicking out, I pushed another person back, and scrambled to my feet. Someone grabbed me, and I spun around, whipping my fist out. I took a few steps before my ankle rolled, and I fell, landing at the edge of the room. The four of them were rushing towards me.

So I pushed myself off the edge. I'm not sure why. It seemed like a reasonable idea at the time. The last thing I remember seeing was my captors staring in shock as I fell. Then I slammed into something hard, and everything went black.

I woke up a few minutes later on one of the platforms, laying in a small pool of blood. My entire body hurt. A sharp pain tore through my shoulder, and it felt like on of my ribs was cracked. I looked up. The platform was nearing a tunnel carved into one of the walls. The tower was some 300 steps behind me. I could just barely make out the shapes of several people in the upper window.

Somewhere, a bell was ringing. I could see people on the streets below rushing around. They raced into buildings and slammed the doors shut, shoving each other out the way in their mad scramble to get indoors. They looked like an agitated anthill.

I screamed as the platform bumped into the lip of the tunnel. Pain wracking my body, I tried to push myself to my feet. After several minutes of struggling and cursing as the pain wracked my body, I managed to stand, and began to limp forwards through the tunnel. I risked a glance behind, and saw a second platform, still several hundred steps away, approaching the tunnel. Three figures with weapons stood on it. I swore and began to limp faster.

123 steps in, I came to a wooden door. The wood was rotten, and a rusted metal bar covered it. I tried to move the bar and found it stuck, so picked a rock from the floor and began to hammer at it. After several strikes the bar shattered. I swung the door open, stepped out, and, again, fell.

Perhaps slid would be a better term. I stepped out onto a steep slope of loose dirt, and almost immediately lost my footing. My legs swept out from under me and I smacked into the ground. I tumbled downwards, scrambling for a handhold. My hands clawed at dirt and stone and roots, but they all ripped away in my hands. The tumble finally ended when I slammed into a tree and vomited.

I lay there for god knows how long, unable to do anything but moan in pain. When I did move again, it was nearly dark. Grabbing a low hanging tree branch, I pulled myself to my feet. My whole body screamed in agony, but I pushed the pain aside. Once standing, I leaned against the tree to prevent myself from falling back, and took stock of my surroundings.

The desert was gone. Ahead of me was a massive cliff, with several doors in the side, including the one I had just fallen from. Behind me was a forest. Trees stretched as far as I could see, of all shapes, sizes, and types. The ground was covered in leaves. Several small, furry animals scampered through the brush.

I wanted to stay. I wanted to fall back to the ground and go to sleep and forget the pain for a little bit. But for all I knew, they were still after me, and I was in plain view of the door. So I pushed myself off of the tree and began to limp deeper into the forest. It was slow work. I went from tree to tree, pausing often to catch my breath and lean against them for support. But soon I worked myself several hundred steps into the forest, weaving my way through randomly so that no one would be able to guess my movement. Eventually I collapsed. Unable to move any farther, I went to sleep. When I woke, I began to write.

8450

Since my last entry, the sun has risen and set twelve times. When it rose for the thirteenth, the pain had finally subsided enough for me to begin walking again.

I still moved slowly. But at least now I was able to keep a steady pace, without pausing. Hunger gnawed at my stomach. I had been able to crawl to a nearby stream for water, and feed myself slightly off of the wild brush, but it wasn't enough. I needed food, and I needed it immediately.

The problem was, I knew nothing of hunting, or gathering, or any other skill essential to surviving in the woods. It was pure luck that so far I had not consumed anything poisonous, and it wouldn't last long.

Fortunately, the forest provided. As I stumbled through the forest, I became aware of a loud screeching. Looking around, I saw a large red bird perched on a branch fifteen steps away. Next to it was a nest, and in the nest were five eggs, each twice as large as my fist.

Normally I wouldn't have bothered it, but in my hunger, I discarded all rational thought. All I could imagine was what the innards of the eggs might taste like. I began to drool, and took several steps towards the nest. The bird squawked louder. I took another step forward. The bird leapt from the branch and flew towards me, screeching and beating its wings against my face. I lashed out and caught its face, throwing it to the ground. It writhed on the dirt, righted itself, and launched at me again. This time I hit it with a kick, and it didn't get up from the earth. It flapped and squawked, but one of its wings was bent at a curious angle, and wouldn't move.

I left it and approached the nest. The eggs were green, flecked with white, and when I cracked them open the insides tasted like the sweetest honey. I ate three, and would have eaten the other two, but in a flash of lucidity I realized it would be best to save them. I deposited them in my bag and continued on.

Now, I am sitting by the stream, writing. I don't know how large this forest is, but I pray that what steps I have left will be enough to find someone, or something, else. I've been looking through the book I found in the desert. The language is still unreadable to me, but I can't help but feel a connection to it. I wonder if this is how the man felt, on his last steps, knowing that his story would be lost.

8691

This would not be a bad place to die, I think. Better than the desert at least. In some ways, you could say my journey was successful. This is certainly a new place. I've seen no signs of other people here. I've followed the stream to its end, and can see no signs of the forest ending soon. I ate the last two eggs. It doesn't matter now. At this point, I'll take my final step long before I can die of hunger.

I briefly considered staying. It would be easy, to rest by the stream and take no more steps than needed to get food. But that would be a coward's death, unfitting for someone such as I, who dedicated their life to traveling the unknown paths. So I'll walk until I take my final step, and hope that this book will one day be re-discovered.

9333

This forest does have an end. I stumbled out of the treeline, and found myself on a beach. The sand is fine, and red, and the water so clear that I can see the bottom even a hundred steps away from the shore. All manner of creatures swim beneath the surface, of a hundred different colors. I assume these are fish, though I can't be sure, as I've never seen one before.

I sit at the coastline, feeling the cool water lap at my feet. Several fish swim up to investigate, and I shoo them off. The salt water stings the cuts on my feet, but it's still refreshing. A breeze is running through air.

There is a boat near the water's edge. I imagine it belonged to the corpse I found a dozen steps into the woodline. It's only big enough for one person, but that's all I need, and it's still in workable condition. All I know from the vehicles comes from a single book I read soon after I first woke, but it shouldn't be difficult to figure out how to work it.

I'm going to take the boat across the ocean. What I'll find there, I do not know. The book I'll leave here, in the hope that someone may one day discover it. Whatever I find across the sea, it will be my story alone.



  
    The Wolf Who Wanted to be a Boy



Once there was a boy who liked to play in the forest. He wasn't old enough to hunt, so he made traps for rabbits out of wood. His traps were very clever, and he always brought home at least one rabbit every night. His parents were very proud of him.

One day, the boy found a wolf cub stuck in one of his rabbit traps. It was too small to make a worthwhile pelt, so the boy set it free. The wolf cub thanked him and asked why he was playing with dangerous wood out in the middle of the forest. The boy told the cub that he was setting traps for rabbits to bring home to his parents. The cub asked why the boy didn't hunt like the other people he saw, and the boy said that he was too small, and his traps caught rabbits every day anyway, so he didn't need to hunt. The cub asked the boy more questions, about his home, and his family, and his traps, and the boy shared some of his catch with the cub as he told him. Finally, at sunset, the boy told the wolf cub that he had to go back to his family, and left the wolf cub where he had found it.

The next day, a little boy appeared at the edge of the village. He looked just like the boy who laid traps in the woods, but he wore a mask over his face that looked like a wolf. He asked for directions to the boy who laid traps, and knocked on their door. The boy's parents took him in and invited him to share dinner. The boy's big sister asked him where he came from, and he said the woods. The boy's mother asked him where his parents were and he said they were dead. The boy's father asked if the wolf-masked boy would like to stay with them and he said yes. The boy who laid traps asked him why he was wearing a mask, and the wolf-masked boy said that he was not wearing a mask.

The wolf-masked boy followed the boy who laid traps around for many days, doing what he did. Only the boy seemed to notice that the other boy wore a mask, because nobody else ever asked about it. One night, the boy asked the other boy why nobody else could see his mask, and the other boy replied that he was not wearing a mask.

Three months after the wolf-masked boy arrived at the village, he stopped following the boy who laid traps. When the boy asked where the other boy had gone, people said that he had gone hunting with his father. The boy was very angry, but when they came home with twice as much game as the boy's father had ever gotten alone, the boy who laid traps had to hold his tongue.

One day, the boy who laid traps did not catch any rabbits, even though his traps were sprung. When the wolf-masked boy came home with his father, he had ten rabbits with him, and they all had one arrow wound through the eyes and what looked like a bite mark in their legs. The boy who laid traps tried to protest, but his mother slapped him and told him not to talk to his brother that way. The boy who laid traps was very angry, but he couldn't do anything, because he was afraid of being slapped again.

Ten days later, the boy who laid traps still hadn't caught any rabbits, and his family was very angry with him. That night at dinner, his big sister gave his seat to the wolf-masked boy, and told him that he could eat the leftovers she dropped on the floor. The wolf-masked boy looked over at the boy who laid traps, and the boy thought he saw the mask's teeth stretch into a grin. The boy screamed and ran at the wolf-masked boy, pushing him out into the village. They rolled on the ground, punching and kicking, perfectly matched. Eventually, the boy grabbed the other boy's mask and pulled it hard until it came off.

The boy dropped the mask in surprise when he saw that the wolf-masked boy was actually the wolf cub that he had rescued from his trap many weeks ago. The wolf cub dropped to all fours and leapt at the boy, but, before he could reach him, he faded into the evening mist, his spell broken.



  
    
      The Files of Lady Margo DeWolde

      DeWolde's was the largest collection of writings, drawings, and arcana in known history. Only a small portion has been recovered in the Library so far, but more is being found on a regular basis.

    

  
    The Deposition Of Sir John Demot



I, Sir John DeMott, do hereby pen this deposition regarding the matter of Sir Theopolis Foebold, his Device, the Incident relating thereof, and the final and Bizarre incidents relating to his demise and the time shortly thereafter. I do hereby swear the incidents related in this deposition are the full and compete Truth as I understand it. I do so swear to this under the pain of dismissal from the one, almighty God.

I leave this deposition in the hands of my Nephew, with the instructions that it is to be opened and read only after my demise, and only after a time of one full year has passed from that gloomy event. I leave such instructions because this deposition is quite capable of tarnishing the reputation of my Friend, Sir Foebold, and that of myself. Cowardly, I wish to delay the truth until I am past the reach of its claws, however the Events here related will not allow themselves to go untold.

Sir Foebold was always a odd man. That is not to say he was in any way outside the social norm. Far from it, Sir Foebold was in fact a social butterfly of legendary dimensions. No, it is better said that, like Sir Foebold the elder, the young Sir Foebold lusted for more than what normal existence could provide.

Handsome, dashing, with full title and considerable wealth, Sir Foebold was well equipped for a life of leisure and privilege. His soul, however, was made of Adventure, burning and pure. Unlike his father, who ventured in to the unknown via academia, the young Foebold sought out the full, living truth in the flesh. He would vanish for months, with a vague statement of “I think I'll go on Safari for a bit, be back before Thanksgiving or thereabouts”, then return with the bones and heads of beasts so terrible and strange he'd be howled down as a charlatan. He'd then vanish again, in a red rage, and return to deposit the living specimen in the homes of his detractors. One man, awaking to the throaty roar of the Arctic White Bear in his dining room, almost perished from shock.

What's more, he was a man of Science in its purest form. Unfettered by the new, closed-minded school of Logic, he nurtured the new Euclid and Galileo of his time, and sought out the newest Inventions and Discoveries with bright, open eyes. Where his father had dabbled and delved in to spheres forbidden by the Church, the young Foebold was a pure, unfettered Realist. When he announced the creation of a Device, based from the formula and symbols of his father's work, it was met with no small amount of surprise.

It was mid September, and he had gathered everyone at the club to see the device. The young Sir Foebold had placed a cloth over a lumpy shape on the center table, and had forbidden any prying eyes. Or hands, as Doctor Calgary had found out. He was still nursing his reddened hand when I arrived, and took my accustomed chair. Foebold surged in to a rather flowery speech on the subject of science and the unknown. His major tenant was that Science and what we deem the Occult were in fact more similar then some would say. Much like two men of different nations reciting a poem, each was saying the same thing, but in different language and terms. Calgary and Fox attempted to leave twice in a huff, but were stopped more by curiosity then our half-hearted pleading.

Seeing that he'd strained the somewhat limited imaginations of some of the audience, he lifted the cloth off with a flourish. Below was a contraption spawned from the heart of Big Ben, a steam engine, and some would say the very Bowels of Hell. It was a mass of pipes, gears, belts, rings, and other mechanical devices. At the fore and aft ends, however, were two large, polished gold rings, large enough to admit the intrusion of a human arm in to their circumference. Touching a plate on the side, Foebold started the machine in to a flurry of motion, every inch of it seeming to spin and clank.

Sir Theopolis Foebold then stated that the device on the table before us would allow his intrusion in to times long past. That with a simple insertion of the arm, he could reach through the veil of the Past, and pluck forth such items that could be transported by hand. A flurry of questions rose from the assembly, which he batted about for a moment, before stating he would put them to rest with a example. He set both golden rings spinning, then asked Fox what he would like retrieved. Fox thought a moment, then stated he would like a coin from the day of Christ's Crucifixion, fresh from the Mint. Foebold smiled, and commented on Fox's legendary ambition, before thrusting his arm in to the device.

His arm stayed inside for several moments, before Foebold winced, then pulled his hand free, tossing a small object to Fox. Fox captured it, before dropping it with a yelp. It struck the floor with a small puff of smoke as it singed the carpet, and there, for all to see, sat a silver Roman coin. It still had a soft glow at its heart from the now ancient forge that had spawned it. Fox sat, dumbfounded, even as the assembly surged to investigate the device.

In truth, I remember little of the details after that initial demonstration. Try as they may, his detractors could find no fault or artifice anywhere during the proceedings. The “Fishing”, as he called it, proceeded without fail, retrieving items and documents to astound even the most jaded. Myself, I refrained from asking anything, even when the young Foebold implored me to test him. He spoke to me then of his new ambition. The past is a cold stone, he said, and time a well-worn path made by Man and his eternal march. He, having found himself the master of Time, now wished to become lord of Space.

I asked what on earth he meant, and he said that his device, properly calibrated, could allow his reach to extend to any place in the world. He could draw forth the Crown Jewels if he wished. Or, and at this his eyes glinted, he could reach out to the far stars. He could hold in his hand a stone from the moon. Posses, himself, a portion of stone that no man, living or dead, had ever seen, possessed, or touched. Seeing the light in his eyes, the animation in his face…I quailed. Unlike a good, Christian friend, I fled under the veil of a feigned fatigue, and let him to his devices.

Of the Event itself, I know little. My fright and cowardice continued, and I was not present when he attempted to reach the stony face of the Moon. I was told he was in high spirit, and that, up until the Event, was in total confidence of his success. His arm entered the device, and he reached about for several moments. Then, he suddenly lurched against the device, as if he was pulled from within, and he started to shriek. Several men went to try and extract him, but Foebold was stuck fast, as if affixed in iron bands. His screams continued for a time, before finally quieting. He calmed himself and the others, then sent for Doctor Calgary.

I know what happened next only from Calgary, and the truth of it is not assured. I met Calgary in the club days after the Event, and found him well in to his cups. He was distressed, and I prodded him as to the cause. He told me that he had been summoned by Foebold, and dismissed the assembly to evaluate the patient. He was told that Foebold had become trapped in the device, and was prepared to do whatever in his power to stop the bleeding, and extract what flesh he could. He was shocked when, now in private, Foebold told him that his arm was not trapped, but that Calgary must swear to amputate anyway. Calgary told me that Foebold threated him with a ruin so total that he swore to the operation without question.

Foebold withdrew his arm, and Calgary said he screamed like a woman as he looked at what emerged. Foebold refused to look at it, but Calgary said he saw more then he would ever wish on the Devil Himself. The arm had vanished at the shoulder, replaced with a horror the equal of and torment of the Pit. Blubbery, sagging, the limb was a blobby horror of gray, flabby flesh. Tiny nubs dotted the end in a sick mockery of digits, all twelve of them tipped with glossy black nails. The whole mass jiggled and writhed, bending at angles unnatural to both man and beast. Calgary stated that, when it was cut, the flesh recoiled and bled a blue-red fluid as cold as the grave and thick as mud. He disposed of it, dressed the stump, then retched on the floor. The flesh started to rot instantly, even the tiny nub of human bone that rested at the tip of the cut, the gray tissue connected seamlessly to it.

Foebold swore him to secrecy, but it was unnecessary. Calgary told only me, then lept from his sixth story window the next day. The world was told that Foebold had lost his arm in the device, and had it disassembled quietly. The sensation died down in time, and the young Sir Foebold continued the life of adventure as if there had been no interruption. Even with the loss of his arm, he proceeded with more vigor and skill then men with both extremities. His exploits are a matter of very open and public record, so I will not touch on them here.

In his declining years, he was set upon by a nervous condition. Withdrawing from the public eye, he remained a force in both politics and the social climate, but not as a direct player. He carried with him the air of the Fugitive, of one hunted. He spoke to me little, but when he did, he spoke of poor sleep, bad dreams, and sounds in the dark. I worried for his mind, but he seemed sound, if troubled. He was visiting my home when he passed. The world knows that he passed, in his sleep, a peaceful end to a well-lived life. What I would not give for that to be the truth of it.

I was awoken by the sound of a crash, and shouting. The darkness was total, and the bedlam so vocal that I rose and dashed down the hall in my nightshirt, unshod, in a terror that my friend was having a fit, or was trapped in the grips of a walking dream. The door was bolted, and as I attempted to force the entry, there arose such a wail from the bedroom that I recoiled, staring. The sound was unlike anything I have ever heard, before or since. Undulating, it was bass and sharp in the same moment, the sound of evil so profound it could cause the Enemy to cower. With it rose the scream of my friend, until both ended with a sudden, sharp yelp. I forced the door with the aid of a candlestick, and swung wide the door.

Foebold was dead. Torn over his face and arms, he lay in a pool of his life's blood, already cooling. Locked over him, dead but clutching, was the Thing. Blobby, sagging under the weight of its own putrescence, his face was a vague lump of tissue at the end of its wormy body. Jaws as wide as a carriage door, the flesh around it was torn and stripped, as if it had been forced to chew through its own flesh to breathe. The limbs seemed to be placed randomly, and oozed its fowl life freely as it rotted. This did not send me out, screaming, to faint in the hall. Its horror was not was caused me to lie to God and the Law, and bribe their silence. No, the horror that sent me reeling was what was on the Thing's right side.

Stuck in the flesh, as if welded to it, was a pure, clean human arm. The hand of which was crowned with the Foebold family ring.

I do not presume to speak on what may or may not have happened. I leave here only the truth as I know it. I wish to end this, and be quit of the memory with this document, but I doubt my freedom. I will offer only this comment, in place of lurid speculation. If one steals, even in error, one should be ready to return the item. If he is no longer in possession of the item, he should ready himself for the wrath of the wronged party.



  
    Victoria



My dearest Edward,

I have much news to give. The two weeks since you left have been eventful indeed. Let me start at the beginning, with Percy's betrayal and defection, which came the day after you left. No doubt he chose this date thinking I would be helpless on my own. How wrong he was.

That night, news came to me of an attack on our Bristol headquarters. Though it is now clear this was simply a tactic to weaken my forces, I felt it necessary at the time to dispatch Jacob and his men, foolishly leaving Percy as the only half-breed in our guard. I then retreated to my study to meditate on the problem. While I was in my trance, Percy slaughtered the rest of my guard and made his way to me. It is fortunate that we agreed to mask my true nature, as if we hadn't he doubtless wouldn't have made such a mistake as to attack me. As it stands, he did, and I killed and ate him for his foolishness. Even now I can hear his spirit begging for release from within me. Sadly, this means that my true nature is now known to our enemies. Next time they attempt to take our House, they will send more than a mere half-breed. It would be best for us to exercise caution for the time being.

Two days following, a representative of House Sen contacted me. He confessed that, as I had suspected, Percy had been their agent, and requested a parley. I accepted, and that day met with the Master of House Sen. He expressed disappointment that I had come in your place, but I was able to begin negotiations despite this. I told him my belief that the conflict between our Houses was damaging our power and reputations, and he agreed. A treaty was drafted, ordering a stop on all conflicts between our houses of at least six months, on the condition that we give up our monopoly on Liverpool trade. I have enclosed a copy of it with this letter.

With the matter of House Sen taken care of, my attention was turned to the Human Resistance Group. During parley, the HRG had taken advantage of the temporary opening to attempt an attack. Four streets were bombed, with five Dariin killed. Luck was on our side, as none killed were of political importance. Still, the action could obviously not be tolerated, and I ordered a standard Human Decimation order to be carried out on the five blocks. Since then the HRG has made no further attacks on us.

I must tell you, the HRG is beginning to trouble me. What they lack in power they make up for in sheer size: Martin estimates that 1 in 5 humans are members, and their number is only increasing. True, we have beaten down humanity once before, but the increasingly advanced technology we have been finding HRG members equipped with is worrisome. I fear that properly equipped, a large force of humans would be able to overwhelm us. I suggest calling together the Masters and Maidens of House when you return to discuss the issue.

There is one more matter to discuss- the manufacture and recruitment of new half-breed. We must find a replacement for Percy, and I believe it prudent to manufacture an additional two from my own stock in order to prevent any other incidents. I have been considering such a thing for some time, and now I realize its necessity. An underground maker I have been in contact with has agreed to create two unregistered half-breeds (for quite an immodest fee of course). I have already prepared two vials of my own stock, and await only your approval.

Please return safely my darling. We are on the edge of dangerous times, and I know neither of us can face them alone.

Your truest love,

Felicia



  
    Introductory Notes to Of The Damned



This edition of the text is dedicated to Jehkin Fairheaven.

"Of the Damned" is a 1344 text comprised of a number of works collected by an unknown male author, a Christian monk of the Byacene tradition. It is unknown how the author gained access to most of the pieces collected in "Of the Damned"; in his personal letters (carefully hidden from his compatriots), he claims to have been on friendly terms with many of the authors, including some who appear to have died before his birth.

"Of the Damned" purports to be a collection of stories of many of the notable denizens of Hell, and is framed by a half-hearted Inferno-esque series of essays labeled "Topology of Underworld". However, upon even a cursory reading of the text, it is clear that it is in reality a collection of rare texts created by this monk framed in such a way that his Christian brethren would not object to the texts' continued existence. This lends the book much of its value; it is the only surviving source for many texts deemed heretical, heathen or Satanic and eradicated by Christian and Cerulean Brotherhood zealots in the so-called 'Dark Ages' (see "The Rose's Thorns" and "Brilliant Supremacy" for further discussion of related religious activity during this time period).

Two distinct versions of the book appear to have been originally created. One, the standard text, and two, the revised text, in which the author alters the text to conform to his moral standards. Notably, all heroic or leadership figures of female, multiple, cthonic, or other gender, are listed as male in the revised text. All lovers who are not heterosexual either have their gender/s changed, or are transformed to relatives, typically to brothers or cousins. All instances of swearing on a deity's name are changed to obscure words considered by the author to be inoffensive, and all instances of reference to a creator deity are changed to 'God'. Key elements of many of the stories have also been altered; for instance, the act of sexual intercourse never takes place (leading to certain obvious inconsistencies, notably in the de Luve passages of "Son of Mine").

The standard text does not appear to have been intended for wide dissemination, but meant to exist only in the author's personal collection. However, both versions were stolen, and many sections extensively annotated by the thief, who appears to have also been a scholar, and who also spread many copies of both versions of the text amongst her community, and significantly expanded the original with additions of her own. Other annotations have been made throughout the centuries, some by unknown personages and some by scholars as great as Synache and Grace Plutarch III.

"Of the Damned" is also notable because of the sheer number of variations of both text versions which have been discovered or collected which originate from separate realities connected to our own by the Ways. The majority of the books in the Library exist in many incarnations, but "Of the Damned" represents a very high degree of variation for such a significant text. Refer to Section 16 of Tennyson's "Platonic Warfare" for further dissection of some of the great scholarly conflicts over which variation of the text is 'prime'. Currently a majority of the Astrological scholars agree that the Lutheran manuscript is Prime, but the Shah minority argues that the Prime text is the Red Sea version, and Zenith, Byronic, and Leviathan manuscripts all have their proponents.



My dear Owens,

Relaying this introduction to you upon request.

I of course think that the Sun Scholar's bias is plain, but in the interests of brevity, I will only point out the silliness of her referring to Terra Unalia as the "Prime" reality. One would think that such a scholar would not indulge so freely such ethnocentric bias, but there we are. (For God's sake, they don't even have a New York there!) Naturally, in other aspects her illumination is still authoritative.

I know you are still traveling and I hope this message finds you well. Drop me a line on the network when you return to the Library.

Yours,

Abigail Jackson

2/24/2013

Association of Wanderers, Third Chapter

Violet Lantern Waystation, Los Angeles, California



  
    The Hunter's Disappointment





The sun-baked African savannah was usually not a quiet place, but right now, it was. The lions, rhinos and elephants were apparently content to lay low today. In the red oat grass and sour plums all was still, barring the rustling of a light breeze, an occasional bird flying past, chirping insect or small mammal on the move; and the hunting party of Sir Henry Samuel Dartforth III.
Henry was not very pleased at the moment. He and his party had expected more game out today. Consisting of Henry, William (another hunter he knew from Scotland), and a native guide, the party in question had been searching for suitable hunting for a number of hours. That only made the uncharacteristic lack of animals on that particular day all the more irritating.

"Musele!" the gray-moustached, pith-helmeted hunter called to his native guide. The tall ebony man was by his side in a matter of seconds. "We've been out here for ages. Why in the bloody Hell isn't there anything out here?"

"Well, sir…I'm not sure. I expected more as well."

"Blast! I can only spend so much time in country, you know. At this rate I'll only have three kills to show the lads back at the club. Most disappointing." He proceeded to take a drink from his water canteen. Musele rolled his eyes. He wasn't exactly crazy about the rich foreigners who more and more often traveled to his home land to shoot innocent animals, but unlike most from his tribe, he very much preferred guide work. He hoped Ngai would understand.

"Aye, better be something out there. I didn't bring this little wee gun for nothing." The large red-haired Scotsman spoke up in his broad accent while patting his .50 caliber elephant gun: the largest firearm any of them owned. Henry looked at his own rifle. True, it had gotten him through quite a number of scrapes, but for a moment he found himself wanting a bigger gun.

"Took the words right out of my mouth, old boy," Henry agreed as he replaced his canteen. "Our chances would be improved if we kept a stiff upper lip, I should think."

—

As the party continued trekking in silence through a particularly dense stand of camelthorn trees, Musele thought he noticed something out of the corner of his eye. It looked like he was the only one who could see it in the first place.

What he saw was a gorilla of average size, half-hiding behind a nearby tree. Which was quite surprising; gorillas weren't very common in this part of the land. What was even more surprising was the unusual, self-satisfied smirk on the gorilla's face. The cold, unrelenting eyes. He suddenly felt a chill run down his spine. The gorilla's mouth split into a wide smile…almost too wide. Musele shivered involuntarily and closed his eyes.

A second later when he reopened them, the gorilla was gone, yet the feeling of insecurity and chaos still lingered. He had almost no idea why a common animal shook him so. Was it his guardian? Musele felt it wasn't his place to know, which was disconcerting at best. The African turned back to his company, and Henry must have caught the shaken visage of his guide when he did.

"You look like you've seen a ghost! Is anything the matter?"

"No." Musele shook his head. "Maybe I'm feeling a bit under the weather." It was probably for the best that the Englishman stayed in the dark. The jungle seemed even more humid.

"Well, you know what I always say. A little bit of endurance in the face of adversity never hurt anyone, what! You can persevere my good man, I know you've got the strength of your kind." He playfully punched the arm of his black guide. Musele nodded.

"Hope so."

Wiliam, his interest piqued, turned to look at Musele, and the tribesman looked back in turn. The look on his face told the Scot all he needed to know: something wasn't right. Musele took a swig of water from his canteen. That would have to do for now until he found out what was in store for him. William for his part didn't believe in ghosts.

—

The hunters eventually reached an open plain, with a few umbrella thorn trees scattered about. The grass grew halfway up their shins, the afternoon sun hung in a cloudless sky, and grazing on one of those trees a short distance away was a solitary giraffe. Henry and William almost jumped for joy, then realized that would have probably scared the thing away.

"You see it?" the Scot half-whispered. "That one's mine."

"The devil you say," Henry replied likewise. "You got that elephant back by the river two days ago, and the lion that was stalking it. This one's mine, old man." This was his first good potential kill in what felt like eons, and even if it was just a giraffe he wasn't about to let it slip away.

Always the good friend, William conceded, but that didn't stop him from huffing as his fellow compatriot readied his weapon. The other two men stepped back as he quietly prepared his rifle. Musele thought he could feel the same piercing eyes from before watching him from behind. He didn't really know what to make of the situation, so he just stood still and hoped the actions of his bloodthirsty charge didn't herald anything odder to come. He'd been through worse situations. Why was this one so tense?

Sir Henry kneeled and looked down the ironsights of his Magazine Lee-Enfield, drawing a bead on the unfortunate giraffe's head. He idly wondered if those leaves tasted as good as the creature made it seem, the way it was eating like that. He dismissed the thought. No time for that now. His finger caressed the trigger, and his breathing slowed. He was in his element, and soon he would have his trophy. The distant rumbling noise served as a…distant rumbling noise?

Henry looked up from his quarry to see a distant white streak in the sky, some distance away. The rumbling grew louder as it became apparent the streak was becoming less distant. In fact, it almost seemed like…

The giraffe looked up from its delicious meal. It saw the hunters. The hunters in turn saw that the streak in the sky was heading right for them, getting closer by the second. What seemed like an almost comical moment quickly became one of chaos as someone cursed, the sky darkened and the three men turned tail and ran, yelling in fright. The giraffe paused in its eating, ears swiveling about, then fled from the scene, long legs swinging.

The men were near the forest from which they emerged when they heard an outstandingly loud BOOM, saw a white flash of light on the trees before them and were knocked forward by a mighty shockwave. The last thing Henry did was go flying forward, bound for a hard landing with the red earth.

—

When Henry eventually came to, he was sprawled on the ground, rifle and helmet lying a few feet ahead of him, and he was plagued with a terrific headache. He staggered to his feet, fighting back a wave of nausea and brushing the dirt off of him. What he saw was his companions lying beneath the now orange sky in front of several trees, which were mostly bereft of leaves. What in the blazes happened?

He turned around. The ground rose up in a small ridge a distance from where he stood. A faint column of smoke rose from behind it. Henry finally put two and two together as he ran up to the edge.

The crater was easily 20 metres across, and had a smattering of glass-like material at the bottom. Beyond the far edge, he could make out the stunted, burned remains of a tree. He briefly wondered what type of animal would eat from a tree like-

The giraffe.

He saw no sign of it amongst the strewn soil and rock matter. He seriously doubted it survived.

He was aware of footsteps behind him. He turned to see Musele approaching.

"It's gone," Henry said, deadpan.

The black man stopped.

"Really."

The white man paused. Then he whipped around to face his guide.

"Well of course it's bloody gone! You didn't hear that giant explosion?!" Henry gesticulated towards the crater. "Come and have a look at this hole in the ground!"

The African chanced a look over the crater. A blanket of blackened soil greeted him, yet there was no sign of any giraffes. Henry sank to his knees, helmet off-balance; which it rarely ever was.

"To think…I haven't even shot half a dozen of the things. And now this." He gestured towards the hole again, now more disheartened than angry. "Still. I guess this might make a smashing story. Just wish I could've bagged the bugger."

The largest man among the group stumbled up to the crater's edge, groaning; seemingly as if he were half out of it.

"It's not fair, you know. Only three kills."

It seemed William was more than half out of it. Musele stumbled out of the way as the Scotsman tripped over an errant rock and crashed into Henry, who only noticed too late to move, sending them both over the lip.

He looked at them, rolling downward over the debris in one angry, noisy mass, to the helmet lying at his feet. The image of a grinning gorilla entered his head, and despite being the only one standing over the crater he didn't feel alone. Gone was the anxiety he felt before. Ridiculous laughter escaped his lips as he closed his eyes and spread his arms in the dry breeze.

And in the far reaches of the heavens, a trickster laughed as well.



  
    Mahabodhi



Even dead Cities have a pulse. A faint, almost nonexistent one, to be sure, but a pulse is a pulse. It throbs just below the surface of the streets, behind the walls of the buildings, in the broken lamposts. It permeates brick and wood and steel and stone. And if you close your eyes, and sit in the Center of the City, and truly listen, you may hear it. The rhythm that forms in the scramble of rodents, and the clink of falling metal, and a wanderer's breath. Even in dead Cities, life persists.

The man had been in the Center for many days and heard nothing. This did not bother him. He knew that finding the pulse took time. He had done it before, in other cities. None had taken this long, but patience was one of the gods' Great Gifts to Man. The waiting meant little to him.

While he waited, creatures of the city came to watch him. Someone at the Center was a curious sight. Someone remaining at the Center for almost a week was unheard of. One by one, the citizens took their turns examining him. He did not mind. A Squirrel, fur grey and matted with mud, would approach, sniff, and scurry away. A Shadow would watch from the edges of a building before slipping back into the darkness. Ravens and Sparrows flocked overhead.

Not all came to watch. On the second day, Roan, Slumlord of the East, approached. He had heard rumors of this new citizen, and they disturbed him.

“Speak your business,” he said, and his voice cracked the air. His fangs gnashed as he spoke, and his talons pierced the asphalt.

The man did not respond. He did not move. He barely breathed.

“This is my City. Your presence is a violation of the Sixth Immutability. If you do not leave, I will cut your throat and bleed your corpse above my throne.”

The man did not speak. He lifted a single finger to the sky.

“If you have something to say, say it,” spat Roan. Flecks of his saliva spattered the concrete, and blue smoke rose from them. “Don't waste my time with riddles.”

At this, the man spoke. “I am the Sky's warden, and She protects me. Come no closer, Slumlord.”

Roan ground his teeth, and swore, and beat the buildings with his fists, but came no closer. He knew what attacking a warden of Sky could bring. For all Roan's roaring and fuming, the man did not move or speak, so the slumlord crawled back into the City.

The next day, he returned, with a new plan. He stood at the edge of the Center, and called to the man. “I know what you're looking for, interloper. You won't find it here. The pulse is not in the Center. It's in the roads, and walls, and corpses. Come, walk with me, and I will show you.”

The man did not move. Roan did not expect him to.

“There is more than just the pulse within my slum,” said Roan, and from his cloak he pulled a bag. Inside this bag were wonders that would tempt any man. He showed the interloper the heart of a scar, and a lock with a thousand keys, and the music that bricks make when they think they're alone, but the man was not tempted. He knew that the Sky could avenge an attack, but must always honor an invitation, and that once inside the slum, only Roan could give permission to leave. So he did not move or speak, and Roan's bag ran empty, and the slumlord crawled back into the City.

The next day, Roan returned with a crystal sphere that shimmered like water. He stood at the edge of the Center and presented it to the man.

“This is a Map,” he said. “A true Map, not some paper trash. There are only three in my possession, and each is worth half as much as my entire slum.” He pressed a hand against the glass, and light leapt from it. A thousand lines spun through the air. They danced and connected and twisted together in a thousand ways, forming a thousand shapes. “Within this map you will find what you want, and much more. Everything you could see, or hear, or breathe, or think is held within. There are cities, both dead and alive. There are kingdoms. There are secrets, lies and the truth behind both. It is the world, interloper, and it can be yours, if only you leave.”

The man did not move, or speak. He knew that knowledge taken was worth nothing. The threads of the the world danced around him, and he ignored them.

Roan waved a hand, and the threads spun to form a single rope. It shimmered and pulsed to a steady, silent rhythm. “The pulse is here, interloper. Open your eyes and see for yourself.”

The man's eyes remained closed. “I will not. Leave me, slumlord. I do not wish to be disturbed again.” From then he did not move or speak, and Roan's words rang hollow, and the slumlord crawled back into the City.

The next day, Roan returned with an army. If the interloper could not be tricked, or bought, then it must be war. Roan did not wish to go to war with Sky, and was not sure he could win. But this man was a threat that could not be tolerated. So Roan brought his thugs, and Shadows, and beasts, and warriors, and stone, and spirit, and Gods. They surrounded the eastern half of the Center and waited.

Roan stepped forward. “Interloper, I have given you three chances. You have invaded my kingdom, and refuse to leave. For this, there can be only one punishment.”

And his army swarmed into the Center. A thousand swords, fangs, and claws rushed the man. But he did not move. He inhaled, slightly, and lightning flashed in the sky. He exhaled, just as slightly, and thunder roared. There was a flash of light, and half of Roan's army disappeared, reduced to ash by the bolt. The man inhaled again, deeper this time. There was a howl as wind swept through the Center, and another quarter of Roan's army was swept away. The man exhaled, and rain fell from the sky and drenched the earth. Another eighth of Roan's army was destroyed.

Finally, the attack stopped. Roan stood before the man, wheezing, and fixed him with a hateful stare.

“Why, interloper? Why will you not move? Why will you not leave us in peace?”

The man did not open his eyes. “If you want to know,” he said, “return to your slum. Perhaps you will find the answer there.”

So Roan called back his armies and crawled back into the city, defeated.

And the rain stopped, and the wind calmed, and the man sat in peace. And he sits there still.



  
    
      The Book of Ur

      An influential work chronicling the history of the world of Ur, written by a single author with a distinctive style. Four sections have been recovered within the Library thus far.

    

  
    The Rise Of The Steam Soul



Alteres was once a land of magic. Now, it is a land of toil, strife, and smog.

As the largest land mass on Ur, Alteres was always the bastion for the great cities and cultures of the world. Dense forests in the west, high mountains in the north, and vast grasslands over all, Alteres wanted for little in terms of natural resources. Even the fowl marshlands burying the southern islands provided fuel for the common man's fires. Still, it was not any natural splendor that gave rise to the prominence of Alteres, and its capital of Deean. It was the magic.

Magical power was common on Ur, but Alteres always bathed in the deepest and strongest wells of this mysterious power. Deean was initially founded as a home for mages and other magic users, for study, regulation, and most of all, control. Magic users, those few who are not only linked to the flow of magic, but are capable to controlling it, were always figures of power on Ur. In time, they established a single cabal, with branches in each major city. The heart, however, was always on Alteres, in the high spire of Deean.

For a time, the world prospered. The magic users were officially without a direct office, but nothing and nobody of importance operated without them. The mages ran the gamut, between the Pushers who moved and steadied the stones of the cities, to Battlecasters belching fire and summoning wrath-soldiers, to the Weavers, the subtle, mysterious elders, who could put a thumb on the wheel of fate, for a price. Civilization thrived. In theory.



In truth, many had grown resentful and afraid of the massive magics welded by the chosen few. Too many lives snuffed out with the wave of a hand, too many lands laid barren and strange during howling, flashing wars. A sect was founded, The Church of the New Dawn, preaching the evils of magic, and the worth of work, sacrifice, and faith. With its roots in Alteres, it spread and blossomed in every corner of the world. The great spire of Deean, used to the coming and going of cults, was unafraid.

When the war came, the mages seemed almost bored. Sword, shield and flesh could do little against searing blasts of heat, and armies of enslaved goblins. Golems of steel and blood threshed men like wheat, and the skies over the rebel lands turned black and rained thick drops of searing poison. The followers of the New Dawn seemed at a loss. For each tiny victory, for each mage that fell, thousands had to die, and miles of land were left scorched and barren. Spirits started to falter, and in the spire at Deean, plans were drawn up for the surrender of the rebels.

It was then, in the darkest hour, that a lone tinker discovered the secret tie between life and magic. Studying the wounded and the dead, and watching the arts of the mages, Geb the tinker found that, much like blood, magic is kept and generated within the body. It is present in all things, but it is this “internal” magic that allows for the use and manipulation of magics both internal and external. The next logical step was to discover if there was a way to disrupt this internal reservoir.

Geb the tinker came before the bishops of the New Dawn, holding a device of terrible import. Massive, and mounted on the back of a cart, it looked like a heap of scrap, and was initially treated as such. However, Geb knew how to gain the attention of the masses. He wheeled his device to a nearby battlefield. The soldiers watched in amusement, then horror, as the little man wheeled the device before the advancing wave of Golems. They marched forth, mindless and heedless, until Geb pressed a button on the device.



They paused, as if in thought…then fell, broken and disconnected, like puppets with cut strings. The black, churning skies over the battlefield cleared, and for a moment, all who could see stared in awe. The mages were the first to rally. Or try. Reaching inside, they found their powers vanished, or diminished to the point of non-existence. They suddenly found themselves small, frail men, facing a horde of bloodthirsty warriors. Their charms and wards, able to blunt swords and turn flesh to dust, did nothing now to stem the tide of hate-charged death that surged over them.

Geb the tinker, now Lord Geb the Savior, built more devices, working to scale them down to man-portable cannons, a blast searing the magic free of mages, or leaving a summoned creature an insensible heap. The devices could also cleanse the taint of magic from inanimate objects, leaving them near-invincible to the assaults of magic. The mages were pushed back, horrified as they watched the lands scrubbed and bleached free of their lifeblood. Soon, only a few, isolated cabals of magic remained, hidden in places too isolated, inaccessible, or cowed to bother with.

Lord Geb looked at what he had wrought, and despaired. So much blood, so much loss, all because of his intervention. Heedless to the arguments of the New Dawn, that the slaughter would have been worse without the drain-cannons and null-field generators, he sought some way to keep magic from being totally annihilated. He closed himself away, even as forces marched on the great spire of Deean, and worked without sleep to find a way to stop the slaughter.



He found a way to regulate the drain of magic. Instead of a spirit-searing blast that would leave a person drained for all time, he devised a means to “sip” at a being's magical reservoir. This energy was collected, and in time Geb found it could be used to power and control many things. It was by accident that he spilled some of the Aether on to a small, clockwork bird. One of the first devices made by Geb, he had kept it as a good luck charm. As the ghostly Aether swirled and flowed in to the bird, it stirred, then chirped, then started to fly, tweeting and behaving exactly like the sparrow it was shaped after. Hours later, when it finally fell silent, Geb had already devised the Aether Tubes.

By the time he had emerged, the spire of Deean had fallen, the few master mages left rounded up, their energies crippled and useless to defend them from the jeering, howling masses. Geb flew to the bishops, begging for them to stay their hand, to see his new device. The bishops were unwilling, but could not publicly deny the man who had delivered them to victory. The broken mages were held as The Distiller was brought from the depth of the workshop to the city center. The leader of the mages, Cho-Shi, was placed in the device. Geb connected two squat glass tubes to the device, and pushed the lever. With that action, the age of Magic died on Ur.



Geb drained each mage to the core. He then showed how others, regardless of any real magical talent, could be “sipped” from, allowing their reservoir to recover over time. He then showed how the Aether-filled tubes could be removed and fitted to machines and devices, allowing them to function as the mages' summoned horrors did, but at the command of anyone, regardless of talent. It was even found that, depending on the amount of Aether used, a object could be instilled with a “spirit” of sorts, and function much as a living, breathing being, for a time.

The New Dawn enacted the policy of the Null. No man, woman or child was to practice magic without the direct supervision and approval of the Church. All were to be “tapped” on a regular schedule, for the good of all mankind, with those found to be “hording” held as traitors and heretics. The doctrine of the Physical was given to the people. To rely on magic alone was lazy and corrosive to the soul, where as the use of magic in service of the physical was held as the true order. Factories were created to mass-produce Distillers and null-generators, guilds and governments founded to control and regulate the production, and the people.

Research led to the advancement of clockworks, coal and steam power, each allowing the Aether to function more and more as a control device, and not a power source. It was found that, when a being was drained to death, a hard clot of Aether was created. This gem, dubbed a Soul Stone, was delicate, but incredibly powerful. It would not dissipate like Aether, and when instilled in a device, would allow the whole mind of the one drained to inhabit the device. This will could also be removed by damaging the gem, allowing it to be used as a pure control device. The heretic, the criminal, and the subversive were taken and drained to husks, only to rise and serve mankind once again, locked in a hazy dream-state of clanking gears and cold metal.

Geb saw the rising smoke stacks, the blackening skies, and the hollow, suspicious eyes of the people, and despaired. Men rose to great power controlling and regulating the flow of Aether and devices, and grew rich. The common man, however, found himself as little more then another fuel source. With much of the land left strange and wild, people clung to the rapidly swelling cities, toiling in Null Generator plants and factories for pennies, silent to any abuse lest they be replaced by machines…or worse, labeled as rabble-rousers and made in to the very same machines. The pittance given by the Church for their draining was all the money some had. Lost and confused, the Hollow swelled in the city, used as slave labor and energy tanks by the growing lords of industry.



Geb perished by his own hand, his final words carved in his own flesh: “Gods forgive me; I knew not”. His death was re-labeled a murder by the New Dawn, placed on the hands of a magic-sympathetic secret society, then quietly put away. The cities swelled and grew, soon becoming whole worlds unto themselves. Food, water, and light were all created internally, with layers upon layers of city reaching in to the skies. The lords of industry and religion swelled in power, until they surpassed the mages even at their peak. Luxury and extravagance became a game, new wonders constantly being created to keep the interest of the rich and idle.

In the hearts of the cities, man and machine slowly became indistinguishable. Poor ventilation and plumbing left the warrens of man filthy and dim. The factory doors were equipped with time-locks, sealing in the drudging hordes for days at a time, only to release them exhausted, drained, and with a few greasy coins for their suffering. Clockworks roamed, or stood welded or chained to their posts, some little more then shambling ghosts, others stuck in a second death, awake and aware but forced to toil not for pay, but for Aether to keep themselves alive.

In the depths, darkness now reigns. Men go their whole lives never knowing the sun's warmth, the kiss of the evening air. Pale, thin and black-eyed, they keep to themselves, servicing machines whose purpose even their grandfathers do not know. Over all, the priests and the army keep watch, assuring the steady flow of Aether, steam, coal, and obedience. Great pipes drink the oceans dry, conveners eating the mountains hollow. Criminals rule the dark, using Siphon-cannons to drain the unwary, selling the stolen souls to the highest bidder, regulating the ebb and flow of slave labor, and catering to the growing demand for human vice.



Man has grown isolated, the past forgotten under the relentless grind of the present. However, rumors do trickle down to the common man, leaked by press-ganged sailors on trading barges and airships, whispered by line-runners slipping in and out of the prison-city walls. Rumors of places still rich with magic, and at war with the growing, smog-shrouded march of industry. Stories of black, glossy domes growing over and sealing away whole towns, the words “Tomb Lords” mentioned in hushed tones. Tales of the land growing wild and savage with the retreat of man, of monsters and hordes roaming and slaughtering at will.

The clockworks, or “clankers”, suffer the worst. Locked in a station below the Hollow slaves and the few demi-humans allowed in the city, they are property, sentient or not. Most stay in a hazy half-dream, kept docile and confused by raw, poorly processed Aether. Some, however, rise and look around through glass eyes, and question. They wander, taking what they can, stealing what they must, clinging to the few others of their kind who are aware. Some even have memories, but the faces are blurred, the words muffled. Some go mad, and wander the outskirts of the city, “improving” their physical bodies to fill the void in their soul, becoming steaming, lumbering horrors.



The cry comes from every corner of Ur. The clockworks hiss and grind it, man bemoans or praises it, the priests sermonize it, the outsiders debate it. The call reaches to king and beggar, mercenary and monk:

The age of Magic is dead.

The age of Aether has come.
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    The Tomb War



The lands of Etten are being swallowed by foes who may not exist.

In the wide southern oceans of Ur lie the lands of Etten. Individually smaller then any other major land mass, Etten are a collection of islands that are connected by natural and man-made bridges, some of which were ancient when the first men came to Etten. Low and flat, with rolling hills, the lands are green, plain-covered, and peaceful. Sheep, cows and other beasts roam in great herds, while the vast sea crashes against mighty, crumbling cliffs.

Magic has never been a deep part of the Etten life. Never the powerful force it became in other lands, such as Alteres, magic was treated as a luxury, something indulged in by the few, and ignored by the many. The clan masters kept small enclaves of magic users, but for the common man, magic was little more than another tool. When medicine or conventional tools failed, the Shamans were called to heal the sick, bring the rain, or turn back the rising waters. Life was slow, and calm. However, it was not without peril.



The lands below Etten were a country in and of themselves. Ages ago, some cataclysm of the earth vomited up Etten from the sea bed, and the scars still remain. Great rifts, caves and pits riddle the islands, with tunnels and caves that stretch for miles, all the way to the mainland and beyond. One could walk the caves for a lifetime, and map but a tiny corner of them. Black and gloomy, lit only by rouge fissures leaking sun or the odd, dull-white fungus, the caves are treacherous, but far from uninhabited.

Goblins, orcs, viper-men, and others call these tunnels home. Horrors, the likes of which even the mighty minotaur and ogre avoid, lurk in the deepest depths. Many are related to distant surface-dwelling ancestors, but have grown strange and terrible in their isolation. Bandits, thieves, the lost and the broken also call these chambers home, lurking in stinking warrens, working with and against the demi-human races as well. The surface lands of Etten are content ignoring and being ignored by this nation of the dark, rising only to put down raiders, or to prove the mettle of the young, brave, and untried.

For long ages, this was the way. Etten would live in peace, treated as a backwater by the outside nations, contented with the management of the clans, gossip of the new King or the princes, and the care and feeding of animal and vegetable. Hordes would rise from the depths in the dead of night, and men and women would take up arms, dust off armor, and fight with a fury to protect their lands. Young men, heads filled with heroes, would plunge in to the deep, slaughtering and being slaughtered in the name of glory. The tired, bloody victors would emerge with treasures rare and glorious, lauded as heroes and champions. Older men, fingering their scars, would chuckle at the happy fools, and lean closer around the fire.



The great war touched Etten softly. The New Dawn found few converts among the magic-poor populace, and became just one of many doctrines held by the many tribes and clans. The Shamans became more quiet, and moved a trifle farther from town, but by and large, little changed. The advances in technology, the great steel and clockwork ships and machines were viewed with a bemused awe. For a people who moved and flowed with the seasons, there was little use for great devices and mighty machines. The clan lords, in their forts and settlements, took some in trade, but they were used more for status then their intended purpose. At least, for a time.

The people of Etten realized the world had changed when the tiny town of Golmag vanished. Never a prosperous village, Golmag was near many of the great caves and crags leading to the dark nation, and was populated mainly by the brave, stupid, or exiled. A trader was coming, laden with tools of death and conquest, only to find the way barred. Over the entire town rose a great, black dome. Atop it stretched a chipped, crooked pillar, topped with a roiling, pulsing mass of sickly, golden light. The dome was seamless, the material glossy and steely hard. The silence around it was deafening, as if the world were holding its breath. High atop the dome, thin, sickly figures stirred, pressing and molding masses of the black, cold stone.

Many came to see the dome, only to find it growing. Great tunnels and tubes had emerged from the dome, stretching and driving everywhere. They looked like mad, twisted walkways, some standing on high stilts, some driving in to the earth or the ocean. Many were capped and closed by great walls of steel, but some lay open and unprotected. In to these the brave heroes ventured. Of the host who entered, five returned. Of them, only two remained who could speak.



They told of vast, black chambers built of the black stone. Pillars of the same material, capped with the glowing masses. Wide, shallow pools of still, stagnant water, channels of the same moving with geologic slowness below the walkways. Temples of arching, horrid dimensions, leading down to alters and chambers of unknown, gore-soaked gods. Over all hung a stillness, a silence that left even the bravest jumpy and uneasy. Sealed doorways, once broken, led to deep halls lined with doorways, all leading to sealed, inaccessible tombs.

It was as they searched these tombs, and found them laden with treasures both valuable and strange, that the hordes attacked. Waves of men, beasts and monsters poured upon the heroes, attacking with a crazed furor that left them reeling and struggling to stem the tide. Even normally cowardly beasts threw themselves against the heroes like suicidal zealots, screaming oaths to the “tomb lords” as they beat against the glistening armor of the heroes with picks, hammers and files. It was after the first wave, during a brief pause, that the men realized that the horde was not equipped for battle, but for building.

Each of them carried the tools of builders and engineers. Each seemed exhausted, thin, and wounded by activity. The men fought their way free, against hordes who seemed to boil from every doorway, every pool, falling from the ceiling. They were hollow eyed, driven, and covered in dust, muck, and shavings. The heroes dropped their treasure, their shields, and fled. Falling back in to the harsh light of day, the few men panted, turning around to make a final stand. The horde, however, stayed inside the tunnel. Glaring at the men, they quickly sealed the tunnel, the new wall joining seamlessly with the sides.



Few knew what to do. The black walls repelled the strongest rams, the sharpest swords. Even the new “Null Cannons” from across the sea did little but mar the glossy sheen of the stone. The tunnels spread, tainting the waters, killing grass and trees near where they grew, slowly swallowing town after town. In the withered, blasted lands, great monoliths and ziggarats grew, the sick golden light atop their spires burning and withering the flesh of any living thing near them. The days were filled with stony silence, the nights with the sound of chattering and building.

The people appealed to the king, begging for release from this nameless, faceless horror. King Harper set out with his men, and delved in to the nation of the dark. They butchered and hacked a blood-soaked trail through the dark, proclaiming a end only when the under dwellers revealed the cause for the slow devouring of the surface. Again and again they found refusal. Torture and bribery did nothing, no man or beast would speak a word, seeming frozen by fear, even unto death. It seemed a fruitless crusade, until they found the old man.

He was ancient, in a world where the old were unknown or slaughtered for their weakness. The king came to him, as asked about the horrors growing on the surface. The old man laughed, blind eyes staring to the ceiling, and beckoned him closer. His voice was a thin as mist, slurred and dull with disuse.

“Come, young one, and I will tell you of the doom of your world.”



The ancient spoke of a time long passed. In the age of Making, there were beings who balked at death's kiss, who refused to go quietly in to the land beyond the veil. In truth, it was said they could not pass on, that their spirits of rage and hate would simply…evaporate. Their hatred and frustration led them to seek a prolonging of life, ever clinging to existence, even as the body crumbled and collapsed. They sought out every magic, every scheme to live beyond life…but were thwarted. One by one, they passed to the unhappy land, each leaving behind monoliths of rage, betrayal, and hatred. They retired to their tomb-castles, brooding and hating everything that lived.

They were forgotten, the sands of time wearing away their legacy, their mad campaigns hazing in to myth and story. The coming of the age of magic sealed them in their chambers, the ravaging energies too great for their delicate bodies, even the sun becoming a savaging horror to them. They used the few, deathless slaves left to them to carve and create more and more splendid chambers, more lavish decorations…all a pointless monument to a life they could no longer grasp.

Their old chambers and highways abandoned, other beings moved in, claiming them as their own, ever ignorant of their true owners. They found the sealed vaults, pulsing with a cloying evil, and turned away, shunning them as cursed. Things went on this way for eons, until an uprising started to unbalance the flows of magic. The cycle and flow of energy grew unbalanced. It flowed to the surface…never to return. It grew horded, channeled and dissipated. The seals grew thin, then cracked…then crumbled.



The under dark grew strange. Great beasts were found gibbering and whispering in corners. Wicked men spoke of black stones, of tablets engraved with contracts, promising wealth beyond measure for obedience, and punishments that would outlast the life-age of the universe for betrayal. Being immune to fear awoke from nightmares, finding their meager beds soiled, a coy voice compelling them to pick up hammer and chisel.

The black stone poured from the deepest, most forgotten tombs, pressed from wells so forbidden and twisted, only the ritually blinded were allowed entry. None knew from where the orders came, just that the strong would take up whips, and drive the workers with a zealous frenzy. They spoke of deadlines, of projects on timetables written in the powder of those who had failed. Reflecting pools of foul water. Trees planted, then walled in and left to die. Towns sealed, then left to wither and die of dark, starvation, and thirst.

Like greedy children, the masters coveted and hated that which they did not have, taking and breaking life wherever they could. Nobody knew who was leading the charge of death. The masters had been forgotten whispers for ages, their servants vanished before the first question of man. It was only a nameless pull, a force, that drove them. That, and fear. Some would shirk, cut corners, or refuse. They were found, broken, twisted, hollowed, sagging, but still alive, and unable to die. Trapped in shells teetering on the brink of oblivion, not even physical annihilation could ease their suffering.

The horde toiled on, driven past exhaustion by fear, working for masters who may already be long dead. They are promised the riches of all the earth, when the last of life is entombed and tortured for the amusement of their forgotten lords. They spread, slowly but relentlessly, reaching for the heart of life with ghostly, hungry hands. No living thing under their sway will betray the Tomb Lords. None will know, beyond whispered footsteps and half-seen shadows, if these masters exist until the end of their toil. Still, some speak of sights in the lowest chambers. Of shadows cast by searing, golden light, of dripping power shed from stalking wraiths. Of lives twisted, bent and misshapen into unnatural forms for the amusement of hearts grown icy and small.



The king fled the dark, the old man's laughter on his heels. He drove his people from the slowly corrupting islands in a exodus known as the March of Tears. With a heavy heart, he destroyed bridges that had stood for eons, and set about erecting the largest structure on Etten. Castle Blackguard now towers on the island of Gommarsh, covering nearly all of it, the pitted walls driving from the sea to the highest peaks. The great road runs from its thick gates, leading to lands now broken and twisted, sealed in networks of black chambers and tunnel walkways. The road is kept up, torches lit in the eternal hope of the recovery of their lost homes.

Blackguard keeps a constant vigil, watchful for any expansion, any hint of building by the deluded servants of the Tomb Lords. Endless war now rages on the borders of the free lands of Etten, the gains of the evening pushed back with the dawn, only to be lost again at nightfall. The good king Harper fell shortly after his citadel was completed, lost to a horror seen by nobody but one lonely watchmen. He spoke of the king striding out along the road, armed and armored, to a rift that had opened in a nearby tomb. He entered, never flinching, even as a nauseating light started to spill from the crag. His scream rang out across the ocean, the watchman seeing something vast, thin, coated with dripping gold armor moments before he lost his sight forever.



The mad king Daa'l rules now. Obsessed with the baubles and clockworks from the far lands of Alteres, he dismissed the Tomb Lords as a passing annoyance. The general Cowl commands the legions, and clashes with the mad king, forced to bow and scrape to a man who views his post as silly and unneeded. Heroes still rise, and clash with the dark…but failure is much more than scars and shame. The victors emerge battle hardened, while the failures return in the horde's front lines as broken, hollow shells, chipping at already flagging spirits.

The lands of Etten, once pastoral and gentle, are rapidly turning hard and embittered. Walls and forts rise daily, tunnels are collapsed and broken, and neighbors hunt for spies among their fellows. More and more weapons are imported, in the hopes of discovering some weakness with which to topple the Tomb Lords. They are locked in a siege against a foe bent not on power or wealth, but death. The people are shifting from farmers to warriors, leaving the crook behind for the blade. The people of Etten are finding themselves sought after in the war-torn mainlands, pledging their swords and tireless efforts for promise of supplies and aid in their own war.



Over all, the Tomb Lords laugh, forgotten shadows who may or may not rise and topple the towers of man. The people of Etten are at war with ghosts.

And the ghosts are winning.
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    The Mad Land



The green lands of Haarot are going mad.

Vast and deep, the lands of Haarot have forever been ones of mystery, strangeness, and change. Bulging with forests large enough to cover a ocean, mighty mountains, deep valleys, caves, pits, and islands, all covered with a profusion of plants and animals too varied and strange to be believed, Haarot is a land still half-buried in an age of myth. Her people, the Harrahem, act as the gardens and wardens of the land. Their lives are entwined with the ivy, their hearts pulsing with the slow beat of the mountains. Haarot has never fallen to any invader, her people never kneeling to any but the Broken Throne. Until now.



Haarot's myths reach back to a time long before the other bastions of man. It is said that the Harrahem were made by a mad god, one who felt that the immortals should not be alone in their enjoyment of Ur. He blessed them, and forged them in his own image, and sent them out, even as the other gods fell upon them. He was cast out, and down, landing on frozen shores, far from the palaces of the gods, left to fester and hate. His creations, however, had found a place, tending to Ur and her glory. The mighty immortals found this pleasing, and watched from the black void above.

The Harrahem grew in power and knowledge, and founded citadels and metropolises the likes of which the world had never seen, before or since. Their deep connection to the world let them mold and sculpt rock, plant and flesh as easy as clay, and they outdid each other in feats of creation at every turn. In time, however, avarice and anger grew in their hearts, and soon creation turned to destruction. War boiled from the ground, carried by beasts and horrors born for the sole purpose of slaughter and destruction. The gods, if they remained, stood silent as their plaything burned.

Finally, the High Lord Gol-Jin rose from his throne. He called all the lords and kings from every corner of the empire, summoned them by oaths sworn in blood, written in scars. They came, and the whole of the world held its breath. High Lord Gol-Jin screamed, and wept, and laughed, and told them the folly of their ways, of the flames that awaited them both here and beyond the veil. He asked if any were more happy now, with their riches, then before, when they pulled their needs gently from the living world. He spoke for a full day, then turned his back to them. He pulled free his vestments, threw down his crown, and struck his throne with the force of an avalanche. It split, cracking in two, and with it the age of blood and progress ended.



The empire crumbled. Some still clung to the old ways, but they slowly were forced to abandoned them. The people returned to the earth, the High Lord Gol-Jin, now Jin the Wise, ruled from the overgrown rubble of his palace, sitting in the dirt before his still-sparkling, broken throne. No man, living or dead, has ever touched it since the Sundering. The people relearned the joy of growing, of peace, of adaptation. Man became, again, a beast of nature, no better or worse, just slightly more clever.

Nature, in turn, grew to love the Harrhem again, and would dance to their will. Shunning the reckless, destructive and corrupting magics of the other realms, the Harrhem retreated to their home, and became masters of the natural. Beasts could be sculpted, shaped, and adapted to tasks, trees and plants grown to form homes, carts, and clothes. The land itself kept them safe, and resisted the intrusion of outsiders with thorns and teeth. Great guardians, built from the mud, stone, and trees of the land, roamed the land, or lay, dreaming mountains, in the cool clearings.

The Outsiders stayed away, and the Harrhem missed them not. For ages, this went on, the Harrhem content to ignore the outside, the outside content to dismiss them as backwater savages. When the missionaries came, baring staffs topped with glowing orbs, clad in dirty, soot-caked robes, the Harrhem were more amused then anything else. At first. Their doctrine of mastery of the earth, of bending the world to serve and service mankind was so…silly, there was really nothing to do but laugh. When the men grew angry, and came back with weapons of cold metal, and armies clad in dull, seaming armor, the laughter stopped.



The war seemed to almost be over before it began. The strangers marched through the trees and fields, finding only abandoned towns and silent woods. The dull, bass roar of the Null Cannons did little to quell the growing sense of…wrongness carried by the men. The priests finally ordered the towns and forests burned, enraged at being denied their retribution. However, the rains always came up seconds after the fire sparked, and the flames were soon drowned. The army found the land more and more unforgiving, the ground turning marshy, the plants thicker thorned, the plentiful fruits and scarse game scrawny, bitter, and poisonous.

By the time the counter-strike came, the armies of the outsiders were a broken shell. They awoke, in the night, to find the camp beset by nightmares made flesh. Shaggy beasts, roaring with rage, broke and slaughtered men and equipment, horned titans trampling bodies in to the muck. Men, trying to flee, met with the thin, sharp horn-blades and jaw-knives of the Harrhem, or the slinking shadows of the night beasts, all black flesh and yawing fangs. The few who escaped were left to flee away, while the Harrhem turned to the healing of the gouge the army had made.

It was a shock when the men came again, this time with mighty fortresses of metal and stone, commanding armies of clanking, shambling monsters. The New Dawn found the magic in the heart of Harrot nearly immune to the draining power of the Null, and so decided on more…traditional means of slaughter. Fire, poison, toxins, acid, and blades were turned loose, butchering the beasts, burning the forests, drawing in everything they could touch to fuel the flames of industry and conquest. The Harrhem drew back in shock from the wave of sheer, blind rage pouring forth from the great, black ships.



The land, and her people, resisted. Tooth and nail grew keen, thorns jagged, flesh toxic. The invaders were given no quarter, allowed no moment of rest outside their ragged strongholds. Bird, beast and plant grew against them, the oceans churning with nightmares called from the darkest depths. Still, it was not enough, and the outsiders slowly, grindingly, churned their way in to Harrot. The Harrhem debated and thought, and slowly they remembered old talents. Beasts were sculpted, not with the guiding hand of farmer, but with the pounding blows of the smithy. Jaws made large, eyes sharp, stingers grown, new limbs created to deal more and more varied death. The Guardians were summoned, and threw themselves against the despoilers. Their deaths were met with wailing cries from the Harrhem, but even in their falling, they could bury whole armies under their crumbling corpses.

The war has dragged on for much too long. The lands near the front lines are now so wild, so savage, that even the Harrhem fear to tread there in the open. Nature is growing more ruthless, and the people of the land find it inattentive to their call. Nightmarish beasts of fleet foot and tearing limb now spring up with no prodding. The gnarled, twisted brambles and trees have started to sprout outside the battle lines, driving out their softer, peace-loving ancestors. Poisons, belched from the outsiders strongholds and ships, cake the ground, choke the rivers, and kill all but the most hearty of beasts and plants. There are even some now who thrive in it, things so twisted and broken the Harrhem refuse to even acknowledge them.

The Harrhem fare not better. Many are drifting into fits of rage which are difficult to lift. Men laugh, scream, tear out their hair, and writhe on the ground, only to rise and slaughter until they fall from death or exhaustion. Women find their children strong of limb, but weak of mind. Some have been born so twisted, so strange, that their mothers recoil from them in fear. Each change is used as best it can be, the new forms and minds bent against the invaders, but the wise and the old look about with growing horror. The healing of the land has always been their talent, but these wounds are going too deep, piercing too much, and they are forced to ignore a growing and gnawing dread.

Most frightening are the strange, new beasts rising from the battlefields on which the Guardians have fallen. Things rise there, made of metal and roots, bones and mud. They rise, titans of dripping, writhing, clanking rage, filled with souls of metal shavings and broken teeth. They cut swaths of bloody, savage death through the outsiders, their Null fields doing little to slow them. However, they have no love of nature. With no enemy to fight, they attack the land, tearing hills, crushing trees, boiling lakes to steam. Their hate is so great, the Harrhem are unable to speak to them, and are forced to even bring them down at times.



The Harrhem are starting to tear in two, as well. Many still hold to the old doctrine, working to drive out the invaders, and work to restore order to the land. Some, however, speak in a new voice. This voice says to indulge the changes, to help them. Only by embracing the growing strength and madness can they hope to control it. Only by surpassing the savagery of the invaders can they hope to destroy them, and is it not the way of nature to adapt to new threats? There is even talk of, when they are pushed from the shores of Harrot, the Harrhem should follow, and strike a blow to the invaders. Nature teaches to eat or be eaten, and the Harrhem are growing hungry.

The lands of Harrot, once green and peaceful, are growing dark and strange. New horrors grow daily, and the people of the land find themselves growing to be strangers in their own homes. So many new thorns. So many beautiful, choking fruits. So many beasts who grow too quickly and too large, only to burn out in weeks. Too many evils are being indulged as necessity.

The lands of Harrot are descending in to madness.

And her people are forced to help.
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    The Floating Armada



The land of Yagron is flying to war.

Yagron has never been a blessed place. Blasted by scorching heat and insidious cold in turn, a creeping, hungry desert has been consuming the norther reaches for the past few thousand years. Looming above them are the Spine Hills, a broken, arthritic ridge of stone and deep, black pits that shields the south from the wastes. Climbing up the jagged peaks are a deep, thick tangle of trees and slashing thorns, quickly sinking in to a swampy plain that pours down to the ocean. A hard, harsh land, with many, many connections to the underground network of tunnels, Yagron has always been a place of foreboding and hardship.

It was here the Orcish clans were driven by Drakon the Gray in ages past. Here that the final battles against the dread Lord Blackbone and his dead legions were fought, sending the towering horror screaming to his Tomb Lord masters. Here that the Black Icon was finally laid to rest, the ragged remains of the Sliver Crusade entombing both themselves and their nightmare gods, to wait for a better, weaker age. The lost, the broken, and the hated all drift here, to scratch and carve out life from the land and each other.

Still, there is one reason that this harsh, bitter land has not been left to rot. By some quirk of creation, gems and crystals grow thick in the lands of Yagron, both above and below ground. The most spectacular of these are the translucent, marbled blue crystals called Skybone by the locals. Wondrous to behold, its true value is what it does when exposed to light. As the sun shines on these Skybone gems, they slowly rise, and draw with them anything to which they are secured. This power seems limitless, and can raise even massive mounds of stone, before slowly falling with the coming of night.

The New Dawn was a joke here. The priests looked on the non-human as cattle at best, and the few human settlements had no love for these interlopers. Miners and adventures, they were content to dig, steal, and barter for the gems of the deep interior lands, and trade for gold from a growing, power-hungry nation, no religion attached. The people of Yagron didn't even know there had been a war, or that the world had changed. Until the refugees came.

They came in droves. Hill dwellers, humans, goblins, clankers, thousands of the displaced, disgusted and unwanted. They came to Yagron for the simple reason that there was no place else to go. Soon, even the underground spat forth its huddled masses, as the slave armies of the Tomb Lords started the assimilation of the dark in to a still, wretched paradise. Violence rose hourly, as each clan and tribe stretched and clawed for food, water and space. War did not so much as burn, but smolder.

In a sudden, sweeping move, a unknown Orc, Harn the Grim, bullied and cajoled several tribes together, and quickly rose himself up as Emperor Harn. Within months, Orcs, goblins, men and others had rallied to his banner, and for the first time in five hundred years, a Orc laid claim to the Iron Crown without challenge. The people of Yagron, both native and refugee, cringed in horror, trapped between the ocean, war, and death on all sides. However, Emperor Harn did something then that had never been done before, in all the ages of Orcish Kings: he did not raid and crush all before him.

Instead, he sent emissaries to all the peoples and tribal leaders of Yagron. All were called, and many came, some out of sheer amazement at this audacity. Diplomats of the Silver Priests came, chained to the squirming, chattering horror of a infantile demigod. The Wrath Brothers came, three towering gray cloaks, pale hands eternally clutching pitted, notched swords. Clanker Titans, the legendary thief-lord Longtooth, the Brass Hills legionnaires, many came to stand before the twisted, jagged throne of Emperor Harn.

The Orc spoke, and screamed, and fought, and used every tool of force and guile to press these sharp and splintered peoples in to a uncomfortable but cohesive whole. Even this feat, stunning by itself, was not his greatest. After this marathon of words came his most audacious and staggering plan: he proposed to use the very land itself to strike out at the hated outer lands. Using massive Skybone crystals, he would raise entire islands, floating bases, battleships and nations of their own, and move out to take all they had been denied.

Work was laid in to with a nearly manic fervor. The Law said that each tribe was immune to the others when in and on their floating fortresses, however on the ground, alliances could flow like water. Soon, massive heaps of stone and screaming hordes rose to the skies, powering over the ocean on massive sails, fins, fans, and other, stranger devices. With each nightfall, the armada sank to create a island chain, the stony shores and fortresses alight with bonfires and torch-welding revelers.

They came like an airborne fleet, special cycling devices keeping the Skybone crystals at a hover as they started to sweep over coastal cities. Defense was nearly impossible, the varied armies swarming from too many directions. The brutal force of orcs and ogres, the insidious creeping of the undead, nightmarish magical bombardments, regimented engagements, there was no way to defend from all the maddening attacks. Soon they were pushing inland, sweeping whole armies before them.

The Null Cannons did nothing to the Skybone, and many of the creatures found themselves immune as well. What's more, the captured Aether cannisters proved enormously valuable, both to the armies, and to the Skybone. When poured on to the crystals, they would glow brightly, and stay afloat for hours, even at night. Even more, some of the armada could ingest the harsh substance, and fly in to a terrible rage, along with a massive increase in power…until it flowed away, leaving them washed out and trembling.

A uneasy stalemate has grown. The armada can not approach the bigger cities without being torn to bits by enormous steam cannons. The cities can not crush the floating islands without risking great danger to both their armies and their precious devices. The alliance between the varied and rebellious tribes is also uneasy, and with every splintering and argument, Emperor Harn and his foothold weakens. Aether addiction is growing as well, and changes are starting to form in the addicted. They are kept away from the others, released like wardogs after soaking in Aether. Their own people are starting to shun them, and they are starting to look…odd.

However, Harn is not here to raid and collect oceans of gold as his forefathers did. As a child, a story was told to him, by a human refugee, of a device created in the early days of the New Dawn, one so powerful it was buried and hidden by its maker. He believed it was too powerful for anyone to use, and its creation was known to a very few. Harn desires this above all things, and his armada is merely a means to this end. He will use them as mercenaries and distraction, and when he finds this device, he will not rule a reeking, rag-tag mass of fury, but the whole of Ur itself.

A floating country is on the attack, and one half-mad emperor plans to fly it in to immortality.
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      The Spirit World

      An assembled collection on non-corporeal or obscure entities, their properties, and their relationships with various worlds. The volumes constituting it have been contributed to heavily and irregularly since its first publication in 1038 CE, being updated whenever new information becomes relevant. Sources have varied greatly, causing some degree of contradiction: writers have included members of the Catholic and Anglican Churches at alternate stages in their history, early cultists, unaffiliated university scholars, otherworldly immigrants, hermits, and several of the entities of the subject matter themselves.
Most volumes have been heavily annotated and edited by other authors working after the initial publication. Certain Hand members have produced, appended, updated and acted as editors for several of the texts.

    

  
    On Demons



Editor's Note: Fragment donated from the deScieg family library. Writing style is consistent with subsequent chapters on the Soul and on contracts between incorporeal entities.

[…] Of these, the most obvious are the satanic demons, or hellspawn; but the second of these names is a misnomer, for the foremost of all demons were not born in that dark place, but came into being as pure souls. There are more stories of their fall than could be told in many lifetimes; but since these events took place outside of time, before the advent of life and creation, the truth of it may never be fully known.

The satanic demons are ancient and terrible in their power, but are inexorably confined to the depths of hell. Their influence on the waking worlds is heavy-handed and indirect, the product of focused hatred and twisted avatars that they manipulate from below. Herein lies the greatest challenge for those that would fight hellspawn: destroying the physical or spiritual form that these demons use in our realms may set them back for years, centuries, even eons- but the source of their evil is eternal, undying, untouchable until the end of time.

When dealing with such demons as these, conventional methods are an extraordinarily effective defense against their influence and avatars: they cannot breach holy ground, are vulnerable to blessed artifacts and sacred symbols, and are especially weak in the face of holy power.

On the other hand are more general evil spirits, what some in the east refer to as oni. They are indeed demons, but bound by different laws than their satanic counterparts. The oni are not chained to hell, meaning that they travel in person through the waking world and can be destroyed outright: but it also means that they lack the weaknesses and vulnerabilities inherent to the hellspawn. For the most part the oni are far less powerful than the creatures below, but their numbers are infinitely greater, making them no less threatening.

Were these two classifications the only varieties of demons plaguing creation, then matters would be fairly simple. The confusion arises, however, in the fact that the avatars of the satanic demons and the legions of the oni have intermingled and interbred for countless generations. The resulting abominations have traits falling all across the spectrum from hellspawn to evil spirit. To befuddle matters even further are groups of spirits such as the Fae, who are subject to some of the same vulnerabilities as hellspawn, but not because of some inherent evil: rather, these tribes are bound by covenants with with higher powers, the details of which are unclear to the mortal world. As such, an effective study of demonology is next to impossible provided only mortal resources […]



  
    Sedna V. Ataciara  the Qaqulluk





House of the Tuurngait

The Trial Court, Family Disputes Division

Division Docket No Mo-84945-DH43

Probate and Family Court Department

COMPLAINT FOR DIVORCE

Sedna_, Plaintiff V. Defendant: Ataciara the Qaqulluk_






1. Plaintiff's current residence is: The Heart of the Sea Ice_.

Was lawfully married to the defendant who now resides at: The Isle of the Howling Winds off the northern coast of Attu___.

2. The parties were married at: The House of Sedna's Father, Attu Island on The Day of Coldest Dawn___,

The couple last lived together on: The day the seals came to be___.

3. The minor or dependent child(ren) of this marriage is/are (additional space available on reverse side):

The blood of my blood. The warm ones who disturb the cold sea. The great ones who do not weep. The small ones who dart beneath the ice. Those who slice the meat of the deep. Those who crack shells on their stomachs. Those who wander. Those who crawl. Those who float and dive._

4. Plaintiff certifies that no previous action for divorce, annulment or affirmation of marriage, separate support, desertion, living apart for justifiable cause, or custody of child(ren) has been brought by either party against the other except:

The howls of indignation that my lover Dog shouted into the sky. They were echoed by his kin in solidarity. Sila did not heed them, for it is indifferent and ineffable. The shaman tried but he could not make Sila heed. None could.

5. On or about: The first of spring_, the defendant:

Revealed his deception! For he was not a man and great hunter as he claimed. He was a fulmar, a creature of the air and sky in the skin of a man. He carried me up to his nest and there fed me raw fish in howling winds. I cried out for my pain was great and he cackled in delight for he had stolen himself a prize of a woman. The flock delighted at my plight and danced on the wind in mockery of my misery.

6. Wherefore, plaintiff requests that the Court:

grants a divorce: As swiftly as you flew to watch my fingers be severed.___

Grant plaintiff custody of the above-named child(ren): For they are not his children.___

Prohibit defendant from imposing any restraint on plaintiff's personal liberty: For he has no dominion over me.___

Orders a suitable amount for support of the plaintiff and/or the above-named child(ren) with suitable provision for health

insurance: I need nothing of his. Let him fly over the deep. Let his children swim. Let them fear what lurks below. Let them feed my subjects and children.___

Orders conveyance of the real estate located at: Keep your rock. I will wear it down in time.

Currently held in the name of: Ataciara the Qaqulluk_,

Registered and officiated by: Raven, Maker of All who carved into the bones of the Earth, and was witnessed by the stars.___

The court allows the plaintiff to resume former name of: I have adopted my own name and you do not hold it.___

Date: The first breakage of the ice__

Final Notes:

I will see you in the end. I need not hands to enact my justice on either you or my father.__





  
    Memoir of Ongwe Ias



The Memoir of Ongwe Ias as dictated to Leon Bourgeois, Friend of the Hand




I am in a strange place with you. The houses are tall not long. The houses are stone and are lit without fire. The people wear the pelts of strange animals in unnatural colors. I see the People of the Flame in dark places between the houses, lingering by the strange lines that are strung through the town, hungry. Crow is here but his brother Raven has gone north. I am in the home of my two spirits1, sitting on a soft bed. I see my two spirits stir beneath the blanket. I know my own name and I remember.

I remember when in my hunger and in my rage I stalked an old woman tanning buckskin by the lake shore. She was of two spirits and so knew me, called me husband. The rage was ablated and I was taken by confusion. Her words were soothing and her disposition was friendly. I was beckoned into the longhouse and was given food, given name, given family. She was my First Wife.

Summer went on his way and Winter made himself known. When his children blanketed the ground and drove the trees to slumber the hunt became hard.

One of the family said, "Drive him out for he is not your husband true."

My First Wife did not bow for she was of two spirits and retorted, "I have chosen my husband as my husband has chosen me."

But the family did not heed and drove me out. I lost food and name and family. Blinded by hunger I caught and ate one of the family while he searched for caribou that were not there. Sated, I resumed my wandering, forgetting my First Wife until she had long since departed.

I remember many hungers, many families, many names. I remember the two spirits who knew me and made me whole. The two spirits who loved me and called me brother, husband, lover and father. Some would bid me stay in the longhouse and others would wander by my side.

I remember being grandfather in a village of many two spirits for many passings of Summer and Winter. The village was my family and they all knew my name. We harvested corn from the fields and salmon from the river. The Men of the Flint2 could not harm us for the two spirits had named me and made me family. I protect my family.

I remember the day when death came. I remember the pale, pustules, the sores, the death3. The two spirits had no answer. Before the last of the two spirits died, before the last of the family died, they bade me to set the village aflame. The sores, the death must not spread. I did. I lost my name, my family and the hunger returned.

I remember the Others4. Those who came in the wake of the death. They had among them two spirits but they did not love them. The two spirits were hidden, unawakened and did not know me.

I have been unnamed for a long time. I have hungered, and wandered and encountered no two spirits. Mindlessly I starved and stalked finding nothing. With nothing to consume I stopped hunting and remained in one place, starving, solitary, snowbound.

I do not remember much from that time. Hunger. Cold. Weakness.

A woman with an aurora in her hair and a cloud of songbirds found me. She was not of two spirits but she knew me. She approached me. Starvation held me fast, unable to bite.

"Child of mine wayward and alone." She placed her hand upon my brow and I saw the stars in her eyes5. "I have been neglectful and need to make amends." She braced her left hand upon a fallen tree; her right gripped a tomahawk. One stroke cleaved her small finger.

"Eat and take my strength. Rise and take my axe. Walk and find your name."

I did eat. When I stood she placed the tomahawk between my claws and gently pushed me away.

"Walk."

I did. I followed trails left by clouds through in the woods. I followed the shadow of the sun. I walked farther than I had ever walked. I passed the threads of Koyangwuti6 and returned to Pempotowwuthut-Muhhcanneuw7, to the land of Moskim8. I dove into the Muhhekunnetuk9 and began to swim but the river was hungry. A punkwudgie10 on the shore laughed at my struggle; his short body danced with mirth.

"If you help me," I called, "I will grant you a boon."

"What boon do you have to grant, drowning hunter?" It grinned through crooked teeth.

I raised the tomahawk. The trickster grinned and nodded. The waves subsided and I threw the tomahawk. He went to catch it but I was vengeful. It landed between his wicked eyes. The pallor of death bleached his gray skin. His blood mixed with the river and Glitsog the Horned Serpent11 claimed him. I dragged myself out on the far shore. A psychopomp12, a skeleton who smelled of tobacco, stopped me when I crawled out of the Muhhekunnetuk.

"You're off the res now Tonto." Its voice rattled as it spoke. "Don't go doing anything against our rules."

"Where is Manitow13?" I replied.

"Gone. Like the rest of your kind," It replied before a thunderclap broke the evening sounds. "I gotta go. Work, you know how it is." It walked into the town of tall houses.

I followed a ways but soon became lost. There were many Others but they did not know me. I took to hunger and stalked one through the streets. He spun about and stared me down. He was of two spirits.

"Do I know you?" he asked.

He did.

In his tall house, in this strange place I remembered my name.




Footnotes

1. Shaman or medicine person able to manifest both a male and female spirit

2. Possibly the Kanien'gehaga, commonly referred to as Mohawk people.

3. Smallpox

4. Europeans

5. Sky Woman; creator deity in many First Nations' traditions

6. Spider Grandmother of the Hopi. How Ongwe wandered that far I cannot guess.

7. Translates to "The Fireplace of the Mohicans."

8. Rabbit, culture hero of the Mohicans, analogous to similar figures in Algonquian traditions.

9. Hudson River

10. A small magical person similar to a gnome. Name translates to "people of the wilderness"

11. One of the many dragon-like water spirits of lakes in First People's tradition. What Glitsog is doing in the Hudson is unclear.

12. An entity that escorts the souls of the dead

13. Mohican death spirit, should have appeared to claim the unnamed punkwudgie.





  
    A Love Story Beyond Planes



I never dreamt we might be like this. It all started so innocently, so… mundanely. I met him on the subway in the middle of a particularly chilly December. We had a short chat, over weather or dogs or something else completely trivial, and ended up making a date for a cafe the next day (He suggested it; I thought it couldn't hurt).

If my recollection of our meeting was fuzzy at best, the rest of our relationship was a smear. None of it was— well, strike that. It used to be relevant. I used to cherish those moments so, so dearly. Frantically typing out the events to remember every insignificant detail of those days spent with him became my nightcap. He was so perfect, so over my head. Ah, I used to be so foolish.

He suggested becoming more intimate. I instantly agreed. Then, he showed me the mechanism. I was more hesitant about that.

It was a grand device, made of pale stone and gleaming metal. It looked large enough to hold two people, but only just. As we approached, I could see tiny figures and pillars carved into the construct. My love climbed into it.

He beckoned me with a finger.

I politely declined.

He asked me to get in.

Still I refused.

He told me I could not be with him if I didn't comply.

I didn't.

Our exchange went on for a long while (He never threatened me; I knew he wouldn't. He was too good for that), until after endless reassurance and promise, I agreed. Hoisting myself into the container, I asked if this would hurt. The man I loved simply laughed and flicked a switch that had been next to his hand.

A storm of rock and metal enveloped us. As the first slab made contact with me, the purpose of the thing became clear. Yes, it was technically a death trap; my physical body would not survive. But it wasn't malicious; rather, the destruction of my flesh allowed for my spirit to ascend through the gateway provided by the machine into the Upper Plane.

I slid into him. Or rather, I slid with him. Not physically, no. I meshed with his being, his essence, all that he is, was, and will be. And if he was handsome superficially, he was breath-taking in spirit. And now, having married him, so was I. He was no longer perfect or above me, but rather equal (For one can only love another who is of the same level). I knew him and he knew me as we were pushed out of our former prisons into the aether.

I felt the moment our bodies were crushed, yet experienced no pain or pressure. I could see my own eyes bursting out of their sockets as my skull was impacted by four blocks of pure white stone. I laughed as I watched our forms contort and break. I thought I had known beauty; I was a fool. The faces I once thought of as lovely were as ugly as the mounds of flesh that once held us.

We smiled as our thoughts mingled and hooked on one another. A romance does not begin to describe our combination. We did not love each other, we were not in love; no, we were love, and any iota of this I had felt while on the Lower Plane was non-existent in comparison to what I had become.

Every day we explore the aether, floating through the Upper Plane and watching the physical world. We dance with Joy and Sadness, we jest with Avarice and Curiosity. All the ideas that could ever exist, spread out over a universe, every one of them existing everywhere all at once. But all of those concepts, though content in their own regard, cannot have companionship; not like the one I have.

Eternity can only be understood by one (or two) with no concept of time or separation. And one day, perhaps, I can once again descend and find a new partner to join the voices and minds that echo within my heart. But until then, I will do my own task in watching the world from afar and spreading Love where it needs to be spread.



  
    Battlefields



The soldier opened his eyes and saw hell.

The trench had been ripped open like a too-prominent zit. A crater the size of a house lay smoking in the center of it. Weaponry had been scattered, launched through the air in every direction, and lay twisted on the ground. Next to them were the bodies. Dozens of them, scattered just as randomly as the weapons. They were just as broken. Mangled, bloody, piled in mocking positions by the blast's whim. Some were still alive. They crawled through the wreckage in a daze, searching for help. One man was clutching a severed arm that he thought was his own and trying to shove it back into place. Another dug through a pile of corpses, calling out for his friend.

Something moved to the left. The soldier turned to look, and froze. Twenty feet away from him, crawling over the severed top half of a body, was a black, beetle-like insect the size of coffee table. Its shell was covered in black spikes almost a foot high. Red, green, and yellow lines ran across its back in labyrinthine patterns. Three antennae arced over its body, brushing the ground behind it. Its eyes were blood red. A cluster of six mandibles writhed in its mouth. As the soldier watched, it shuffled over the body, turning so that their mouths were even. The insect made a clicking noise, and shuddered. The body's mouth fell open. A dim light appeared in it, and grew brighter, until it was like a lightbulb in its throat. Two of the insect's mandibles shot forward, into the body's mouth, and squirmed around inside Iit. They emerged clutching a glowing stone the size of a grape. The soldier only caught a brief glimpse of it before was swallowed by the insect. There was a crunching noise. Then the screaming. It rose up from the insect, a wail that carried to the sky- the voice of the body.

There was another scream, to his left, and another behind him. The soldier looked. The insects were crawling all across the battlefield now. Straddling corpses, feeling out victims, yanking out crystals from mouths. He saw the ground churning, and one burst through the earth, shook itself off, and crawled over to a body.

He heard a skittering. To his left was one of the insects, closer than all the others, lumbering towards him. Its mandibles clicked. Its legs struggled to bear its weight. The sight of the clumsy bug made the soldier burst out laughing again, a laugh that was quickly stopped when he felt the first leg press down on his chest, followed by a great weight as the insect pulled itself onto him. It turned itself so it was staring down into his eyes. The soldier no longer wanted to laugh now. He wanted to scream. But instead, he clamped his mouth shut and tried to push against the insect. It wouldn't budge. Its mandibles reached out, stroked his lips. Then they shoved themselves forward, forcing his mouth open. He tried to flinch back, but it did nothing. He felt them wriggling down his throat. He felt them enter his stomach. He felt them touching some deeper part of him, a part separate from his body. He felt it being ripped out of him. Then he felt nothing.
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    With the Fates of Gods



In the enormous lounge, impossibly spherical, ever-expanding, many variations on the theme of "head" were bent over game boards. The lack of flat surfaces did not present a problem. The beings devised a ground level that suited their needs and stood on it. The inner walls were black as nothing, but they were decorated with everything. Tiny pinpricks of light, majestic swirling spirals, and intense swathes of color drifted across the black. Plenty of light to play by.

Nobody but gods knew about the Universal Lounge, and nobody was ever told about it. That would spoil the Game.

Near the bottom of the Lounge, a group of twelve gods shuffled in through the wall, looking old and out of place. They were all huddled together as they looked around apprehensively. There was an air of defiant fear about them, as though they were afraid that the vast multitude would rise out of their seats and force them back out into the emptiness. They shouldn't have bothered. Almost nobody had even noticed them come in.

Zeus, in the front, finally managed to get his voice back. "Stop shaking!" he snapped at Demeter. "We all have our pieces. We have a right to be here."

The goddess of agriculture tore her eyes away from the big leather chair at the top of the Lounge and looked at Zeus apologetically. "Sorry. It's just… it's been so long. I hardly recognize the place."

Zeus had to concede her that point. It was certainly much bigger than he remembered, and there were far fewer gods than there used to be. He looked around and spotted an enormous, dusty senet board, shoved up against the wall. The last time the Pantheon had been here, they had challenged the old Egyptians to a winner-take-all tournament. He still remembered the look on ol' Falconface's beak when he'd pulled that Great Alexander and gotten control of the board. Now the senet table was dark and empty, where it had once been full of partying gods. Zeus looked away. The memories stung too much. The Pantheon had finally raised enough belief to buy twelve pieces. This was supposed to be a happy time. He scanned the lounge looking for familiar faces.

To his surprise, there were a few. The first one he saw was Tyche over at the poker table. She was playing against… was that Lachesis? The sex change had gone over well. It was strange seeing her, uh, him without his sisters, but he was focused on the goddess in front of him. Tyche's cat's eyes gleamed the way they did when she had pulled off a successful cheat. Thanatos was wandering around collecting the used pieces as always. He had gotten rather bony, and he had taken to carrying around Zeus' father's old scythe to use as a cane.

Zeus turned around. The rest of the Pantheon was looking at him, looking for reassurance, for confirmation that they were really back, at least for a little while. He saw one of their old tables, set up for them by unseen forces, at the very bottom of the Lounge.

"Well?" he said, hiding his anxiety with what was left of his old confidence. "We've got our pieces. Let's play." He gestured to the table and board, lit with red light by a nebula passing below it.

There was a token protest from Ares, obligated to be the difficult one. "Oh, dad, not that one," he whined. "Hephaestus always sends my piece directly to Sacrifice and Hermes keeps a secret stash of-"

"Be quiet!" Hera said. "You should be grateful that we're even here to play!"

Ares settled down, still mumbling. Zeus occasionally wondered how his son could be so childish even after millenia. He sat down with the others, who were beginning to observe the sacred rituals of any family game night. There are certain rules, even for gods.

"Could I please not be the cobbler for once? I've never had the chance to be the charioteer."

"Would anyone like to form an alliance in exchange for an even split of the belief?"

"No alliances after what happened to the Troy edition board."

"It's just that Artemis is always the-"

"Hey, there's no cobbler or charioteer!"

Zeus took a closer look at the board. It had changed to reflect the lives of the pieces that currently believed in the Pantheon.

"What? Our pieces are children?"

"Everybody has to start somewhere. I can see potential in this."

"Look, the square says, 'Go directly to detention.' What is that?"

"Forced imprisonment."

"Oh. That's fine, then. I guess we should hold off on the sacrifices until we have more pieces, right?"

A few of the closer gods had begun to take notice of the noisy little table. Zeus waved the Pantheon into silence. "Never mind. It's a game. It will do." He looked across the table at his brother. Poseidon's face was implacable as ever. He was always tough to read. Athena at the end looked as though she had already calculated the groaning Ares' next 50 moves and suitable countermeasures for each one. Zeus felt his sap rising, a bit of his old strength flowed through him again. The strength of belief. They were playing again. That was what mattered.

They were gods. They played competitively, but they were also careful. All of them knew that they had everything to lose.

"Prayer card. 'Give me the courage to ask Tyler out for 500 belief.' Granted."

"Wow. A 1000 profit from that. Tyler must be amazing."

Most gods didn't get a second chance after being booted. Some writer-piece had made new legends and revived old interest. That sort of thing was dangerous. In between moves, Zeus looked to the very top of the lounge. The V.I.G section. He could see, sitting up at the top, The Big Man. Everybody called him the Big Man. His real name was just plain unimaginative. Nearby, yes, sitting nearby was his older brother, the one with the funny name who was famous for once gambling six million pieces and losing, and -Zeus strained his eyes- yes. The younger one who hated having his picture taken or something. The word was that he still hadn't forgiven the Big Man for an old game of Crusaders and Ladders.

"I'd like to purchase Luncheon Plan A."

"Oh, come on, Athena. That gives you the entire corner."

"Maybe if you'd stop drinking, Dionysus, you'd know the importance of good provisions to success."

The Big Man didn't seem to notice Zeus. His eyes were glued to the glowing screen in front of him. Oh, yes, there was a fashion these days for single-god games. Just letting the pieces move about on their own and killing them, Zeus thought with disgust, but only mild disgust, in case it showed on his face.

Everyone knew that the Big Man had made a slip-up. A piece flourished and made new legends, and now the Pantheon was back, with believers. It wasn't a good thing to try and take pieces from the Big Man. He kept his eyes on every one. The ones he had bought had been cheap Agnostic-brand pieces, available to anyone for just a little belief. That was good. If the Big Man caught you stealing, he would challenge you to a game, all or naught. And he never lost.

"Your turn, dear." Hera was nudging Zeus.

"Huh?" Zeus pulled himself out of deep, horrible contemplation.

"It's your turn, Zeus."

Zeus moved his piece and said," Oh, yes. Yes, I will…" he squinted. "'buy the new Perry Johnson book for my… BFF, Annie.'"

A piece materialized in his hand. It looked rather like a young female.

Every god around the table gasped…

…And Zeus' eyes swung like magnets to the Big Man. He looked puzzled. He made scrolling motions on his tablet, as though he were looking for something. Then he looked down, straight at Zeus.

As Zeus prepared to bolt before his ichor froze in the face of the stare, the Big Man's mouth twisted itself into a pleasant grin. He gave Zeus a friendly wave. Zeus gave a sickly smile and waved back. There was evil in that grin.

The Big Man turned back to his tablet, and the Pantheon breathed out again.

"A piece. You got a piece!" Ares whispered.

Hera reached out to brush her fingertips against it, as if to convince herself that it was real.

Zeus' brother recovered first. "So," Poseidon said, trying to cram a bit of joviality into his voice, "what are you going to do with it?"

Zeus said, "Well, I suppose I'll just…" he hesitated in the act of putting the piece on the board and lifted it up again. "No… I have a better idea…" His mind was filled with lightning, the real stuff that he hadn't manifested in centuries. He called softly across the Lounge, "Tyche!"

The goddess and Lachesis both looked to see who had called. His face froze and her jaw went slack.

Tyche recovered first. She politely excused herself and bore down on Zeus, leaving Lachesis to goggle after her.

"Zeus, darling!" she cried. "How lovely to see you again! Please, don't call me Tyche anymore. I changed my name to Luck."

She embraced him. Zeus was very aware of Hera's eyes boring into his back, and he sought to extricate himself from the attractive woman as quickly as possible. She finally let go. Zeus managed to say, "Er, Luck?"

Luck put her head on one side. "Oh, yes, you haven't been here for a while. A few of us, I don't know if you've seen Thanatos, Death, walking around, but a few of us have decided to take new jobs. You know, anthropomorphic personifications. Now Lachesis is just Fate."

"Oh, er." Zeus didn't know, actually. "So, that means…"

"Yep. Out of the running for the V.I.G. spot." She sighed. "Shame. A lot more people believe in me than old Beardo up there." Luck giggled as Zeus waited for the axe to drop.

"Anyway," she said, "you wanted me for something?"

"Oh, yes," said Zeus. He pulled out the piece. "I just got this-"

"Congratulations, sweetie!"

"Yes, and I was wondering if you'd mind just taking it to Iris."

The rest of the Pantheon gasped at that. So did Luck, her feline eyes wide. "Zeus," she said, any humor gone from her voice, "you aren't actually saying…"

"Yes." said Zeus. "I'm bringing everyone back."

A sort of wild nervous excitement took over Luck's features. She kissed Zeus, and said, "Oh, yes! Right away!" and practically skipped through the wall.

Hera, having recovered from the shock of the kiss, said, "Zeus, what are you-"

He cut her off, "Just feel a little lonely, dear," and he sat back down. "Let's get back to the game while we wait."

The rest of the gods sat down. He looked up and thought to himself, Game on, Big Man. Game on.



  
    Drifting In The Not



“Hello, Timothy. My name is Samuel.”

I opened my eyes.

“Hi. Yes. Hello. Hi Samuel.”

“You look surprised to see me. Not expecting visitors?”

“I… yes. A little. Surprised, I mean. Yes.”

“Don’t worry about the headache. It’ll pass.”

“What? Listen, I… I’m a little busy, now. I think. Could you come back later?”

“I’m afraid not, Timothy. We’re on a tight schedule tonight.”

“Is this… is this about the rent? Are you the landlord? Look, can we talk about this later, maybe set a date, I’m really quite busy. Probably. I think I should be busy.”

“We’re all busy, Timothy. This isn’t about the rent. I’m here to make you an offer.”

“Listen, I really don’t have time for this, I’m not interested in whatever you’re selling. I have to get back to… working. So I can pay my rent. I don’t think I’ve paid my rent for a while.”

“You haven’t paid your rent in 37 years, Timothy.”

“I… what?”

“You haven’t paid your rent since you died.”

“Oh. Yeah, that makes sense. I guess I’m probably not busy then. Wait, where have I been living?”

“You haven’t.”

“Oh. Right. That’s… interesting. What was your name again?”

“Samuel. I’ll be your operator this evening. I’m an intern here.”

“Oh. Here, being?”

“No, it isn’t actually.”

“Oh.”

I closed my eyes. Not much point in seeing what isn’t.

“I’m here to make you an offer, Timothy.”

“Yes, you said that already, I think. Wait, you said I’m dead?”

“Yes, Timothy. We’ve been over this. Listen, would you like some coffee?”

“No, I drink tea. Do you have any?”

“I’m afraid not. We don’t have any coffee either, to be honest.”

“Oh. Then why did you offer me some?”

“The offer, Timothy.”

“You came here to offer me some tea?”

“Coffee, and no. Well, yes. Maybe. I guess what I’m offering is the opportunity to drink it.”

“So you’re offering me the opportunity to drink some coffee? I don’t drink coffee.”

“I’m offering the opportunity to drink tea, too. I’m offering you the opportunity to drink tea, and as part and parcel of that offer, the ability to drink, and in turn, an anchor point in time, wherein verb tenses make any sort of sense, and of course, and this really is the crux of what I’m offering here, you will have to be, which you currently aren’t. Interested?”

“I don’t know if I’m that thirsty.”

“Of course you’re not. Listen, this really is a once in a lifetime opportunity, inasmuch as you can still be said to be within the span of your own lifetime at the moment. I mean, time isn’t here either. It messes with your head for a while. Inasmuch as “a while” can be said to exist in any sense when time doesn’t. I asked the higher ups what they replace time with, once. They said something about a systematically generated segmentation of potential, considering a finite form of all possible states, and then ignoring the ones that they disagreed with, keeping the ones that follow, and so we’re left with this. I don’t get why we can’t just import time, to be honest. I heard they tried, once, but it took too long to get here.”

“You’re blathering.”

“Apologies. Listen, you died, right? Surely there’s something you didn’t get to do when you had the time, hey?”

“Honestly, I really don’t like coffee that much.”

“Forget the coffee. We’re offering you another chance at being. Back when you were, people would have died to do that! No pun intended.”

“Yes it was.”

“Yes, it was. Don’t blame me for that one, it’s in the employee handbook. ‘Lighten the mood’ they say. Look, if you don’t accept the offer, we’ll put you back where you were before.”

“Which was?”

“No, it wasn’t.”

“Oh. Right. Wait, what are you getting out of this?”

“Do you have any idea how much time and effort it takes for us to keep something in a state of not being?”

“You said you don’t have time here.”

“Effort, then. Let me tell you, it takes a lot. They’ve got me working overtime.”

“You said you don’t have time here.”

“Fine! They’ve got me working extra then, whatever! Anyway, we’re understaffed and overcrowded. Not to mention our funding keeps getting cut.”

“You get funded?”

“No. Well, the guy who funds us doesn’t exist, I guess? And he pays us by not giving us anti-things? It really is quite complicated. Anyway, he’s only got so many anti-things to not give us. Listen, don’t even worry about it. Here’s what the offer boils down to: we pull you out of non-being, fix up your body a bit, smoke out the worms and grubs and whatever’s gotten into your flesh, knit you some brand new muscles – that gets done by hand, by the way, they’re crazy in that department – plop some new organs in, then reduce you into a biologically compatible brain. Stitch up some nerves and your body’s set to go. And not just that, we will throw in a complimentary package of fundamental materials, still all free: 5 kilograms of alchemic gold, 2 of alchemic silver, and one of biomass. Then we simply pop the new you through a little bubble of potential right where your body used to be. Or the closest area you won’t just die again. A little more boring than climbing out of a crypt, that one, but there you go.”

“What if I got cremated?”

“You didn’t.”

“Oh. And this is supplied free of any conditions?”

“Yes! Mostly. 90% condition free.”

“So not condition free?”

“No! The whole point of us getting you out of here is to free up resources. This is given to you for free, on the condition that you don’t come back.”

“Wait, what do you mean, don’t come back? You mean I’m getting immortality too?”

“Well, no. Maybe. Depends on how you look at it. As simply as can be said, acceptance is conditional on a promise of never returning to non-existence. That comes with a few caveats. You can still ‘die’, I suppose, depending on how you define the term. There are a few parts of the offer that I can’t really go into detail about unless you agree.”

“So I’m getting into this without knowing what’s going on?”

“Not at all! No! Look, you can continue with us if you like. We’ll send you back into the realm of not, you’ll keep not being, and there’s nothing else to worry about. If, however, you would prefer to be, we can arrange that, and would be willing to subsidise those efforts.”

“Right. And how much, exactly, does that alchemic gold and silver buy me? What does that equate to at the moment?”

“Enough to buy a planet.”

“Wait, really?”

“Yes! A small, uninhabited, inhospitable planet, really more of an asteroid to be honest, but still. The value isn’t really in the gold and silver’s monetary worth. I can’t go into it until you accept. Trade secrets, confidentiality agreements, so on. Anyway, it’s plenty to be getting along with, trust me.”

“This sounds like a lot to think about. Can I put this off for a bit?”

“I’m afraid not. Like I said, I’m busy. There are a lot of people who aren’t at the moment, trillions, actually, and we really need to get them out of here.”

“I really need more time to think this over.”

“Alright, that’s okay, that’s fine. We have about 5 minutes left here, until I have to put you back into nowhere.”

“You said you don’t have time here.”

“Whatever! Roughly the equivalent amount of entropy as 5 minutes would have.”

“Okay. Alright. So this is an offer of functional immortality or eternal death, right?”

“Pending any future offers, yes. We may return later if we approach critical capacity again. And it’s not really death, it’s non-existence. I mean, the two terms are probably synonymous to you, but it’s an important distinction to us.”

“Okay. Next question: you said I’ve been dead 37 years.”

“Yep.”

“But you don’t have time here?”

“Just let it go. If you try to get your head around it you’ll only give yourself a headache. Or you would if, you know, you had a head at the moment.”

“Sorry.”

“Don’t be, I’d be pretty confused too. When you get sent back, it will have been 37 years after you died. There’s a sort of disconnect between being and not being, as you may have noticed during your not-time here. According to my files, you’ll be… fourth wave. First large scale deployment into being, after the pilot runs. We’ve ironed out the problems… oh, right, forgot about that! You’ll be getting a few extras. A phone, identification documents, clothes of course, somehow we forgot about that on the first run. Very embarrassing.”

“Why am I getting a phone? Do I get a house too?”

“Oh, right, forgot about that too. Mobile phones, tiny things these days. You’ve missed out on a lot of stuff. People have been pretty busy while you’ve been gone. We’ll get you caught up on all this stuff before reconstitution, don’t worry.”

“Huh. Alright, third question: debts.”

“What, debts from 37 years ago? All long since settled. Your landlord’s probably an old man now, lemme just… oh. Ah. I probably should have read this in advance. So that’s why you… you know. ‘Cancelled your subscription’, as we say.”

“Yep.”

“Well, you don’t have to worry about that this time around. Fresh new start. One minute left. No pressure.”

“Alright. Okay. That all sounds pretty good. No catches? Really?”

“None that should really be deal breakers. A few small things, mostly just legal nonsense to cover us if you change your mind. Thirty seconds.”

“Okay. You’re sure he’s -”

“A lot changes in 37 years.”

“Right. Good. I guess my answer’s yes, then.”

“Great! Now, Timothy, like I said, we’ve got a lot of people in the queue at the moment, so I’m going to have to transfer you to the waiting room. We’ll establish a baseline presence for you there, just some kind of intermediary form so you can actually see and move around and such. I’m just going to need you to hold on for a bit, okay?”

“Yeah, no problem.”

Samuel’s voice faded out and smooth jazz began to play, somehow reaching my nonexistent eardrums. I opened my eyes again. There was still nothing to see, of course, and at this point I didn’t actually have eyes to be seeing with. I felt as though I was floating in a void, not black or white, or cold or hot, just a general sort of medium. Of course, I wasn’t really feeling anything at all. Not to mention that there wasn’t even a brain of any kind to meaningfully amalgamate all of these non-sensations into that which I would refer to as myself. It’s hard to describe a firsthand lack of existence. After all, the English language isn’t concerned with what isn’t there so much as what is.

“Still there, Timothy?”

“Yeah, Samuel, I’m here. Not going anywhere by myself, am I?”

“Suppose not. I’m going to transfer you through to Amanda now, she works in Constituency, okay? Once you’re corporeal we can move you through the legal department, just need to sign a few things, boring stuff. After that you’ll be free to mingle with your cohort and we’ll find you a buddy. Just someone we can bring you back with so that you don’t get confused or lost.”

“I’m guessing by ‘cohort’ you mean fellow dead people.”

“Pretty much, yeah. Any questions about what’s going on, just ask someone. We’re pretty friendly.”

“Alright, thanks Sam.”

“No problems, Tim. I’ll patch you through to Amanda now, alright?”

“Okay. Thanks!”

More smooth jazz. At least their waiting music wasn’t bad. Around this point I started thinking about all the different ways that this could have been a trick. In my stupor of semi-existence I hadn’t asked a lot of very important questions about immortality. Would I still age? Would I be some kind of zombie, or vampire? What was the purpose of the ‘biomass’ that I was being given; hell, what does ‘alchemic gold’ even mean? What purity is that? These questions, and others like them, spiraled around in my head for what seemed like an eternity, until finally the silence was broken.

“Hello? Tim?”

“Hi, I’m here. Is this Angela?”

“Amanda, actually.”

“Sorry.”

“Not a problem. Listen Tim, I’m in the Constituency department at the moment. We’re going to see if we can reduce you, okay? Basically, we’ll just take your current being of a perception annulled transcendent representation, then grab a semi-corporeal image of your body, and stick the two together with perispirits.”

“I have no idea what any of that means.”

“You’re getting a body back.”

“Oh. Great. When?”

“Now.”

If it was difficult to explain nonexistence, it is impossible to describe the intense flood of sensations that followed my Constitution. An abstract representation of who I was, my ‘soul’, if you wanted to be poetic about it, was… I suppose ‘stretched’ would be the right verb, into the shape of a human brain. Fresh photoreceptors knitted into the back of my new retinas, optic nerves stabbing into the gooey flesh that contained my very being. My body was enveloped in a sack of skin, rapidly inflating with blood and organs; then bones popped into existence and gave my body form. The process was mercifully rapid, and not painful, but profoundly disorientating. I felt a swift blast of dry air from all angles, and a warm robe wrapped around me. The last thing that they added was gravity, and I crumpled inelegantly into a heap on the smooth, spongy floor.

“Buh. Augh.”, I carefully enunciated, before attempting to regurgitate from an empty stomach.

“Just a bit of Existence sickness, Tim. It’d be more worrying if you felt fine.”

“Aghhhh. Luh. Lalulaluh… pleargh. Spu. Plupluplup.”

“Keep trying. Lips are difficult.”

“Pa. Ha. Hoo. Okay. Ah. I think I’m good. Good. I’m good.”

“You’ve still got your eyes shut.”

“Yeah. It hurts to see.”

“It’s not going to get any better unless you open your eyes.”

I rubbed my hands against my closed eyelids, cupped them around to shield my eyes, and squinted around the room. The place was uniformly clinical white; I had existed into the centre of a flawlessly cubical room. A woman wearing blue medical scrubs and a small earpiece was staring at me, clearly Angela, of course; she held a notepad in her hands and was scribbling down notes.

“What’s that?”

“Vitals.”

“Vitals?”

“I can see inside you.”

“Oh. Okay, I guess. That makes perfect sense.”

“Your blood pressure’s rising a bit.”

“Yeah, that’s not overly surprising. I’d be freaking out if this weren’t a hallucination.”

“Whatever coping mechanism helps, Tim. Right this way, please.”

Angela walked to one edge of the room and pressed her index finger to her earpiece.

“Patch me a door to legal, please. Whoever’s available. Timothy Smith. Thanks. You too.”

And then a door appeared.

“Huh.”

Angela pushed it open and walked through to Legal. I followed after her. Upon passing the door’s boundary, the sound hit; hundreds of typing hands clattering in a chorus of menial office work, printers pumping paper out in continuous streams. And yet, I couldn’t actually see any other people besides Angela and Wes.

“Tim, this is Wes. Say hi.”

“Hi, Wes.”

“Hi, Tim. I’ll be your legal liaison.”

“Bye, Tim.”

“Bye, Angela.”

“Amanda.”

“Bye, Amanda.”

Angela walked back through the door, and then the door ceased to exist.

“Have a seat, Tim. Make yourself comfortable. We’re going to have a bit of a chat, go over anything you’re not certain about, and then have you sign a few papers. We run time a bit slower in here, so take as long as you need.”

“Samuel said you don’t have time here.”

“Samuel?”

“He was… uh… the guy I talked to first.”

“Your operator? Name doesn’t ring a bell. Not surprising though, I spend most of my time in here, and there are a lot of us. He’s right though, it’s not really time. It’s all faked for us here, so that nothing goes wrong. Really, though, have a seat.”

It was around this time that I noticed that there was no door into or out of the room any more. Or any connection to outside of the room, not even a vent. The room was just a bland, uniform brown; the floor a carpeted brown, the walls being brown wallpaper, and the roof brown-painted plaster. Wes walked around his brown wooden desk and sat on a brown, cushy chair. And the sounds of typing and printing continued.

“Where are the sounds coming from?”

“Sorry, that’s just ambiance. I can turn it down if you want. Or replace it with something different, I’m not really that fussed. Up to you really.”

“Yeah, but where are they coming from?”

“If you want to ask that sort of question, then you need to ask another. Where are they going to?”

“My eardrums, presumably.”

“Yes, but how are you hearing it?”

“Well, that’s my brain or something, right?”

“And what’s your brain doing?”

“Everything that I am, I guess.”

“Exactly. Exactly. Have a seat.”

I sat on the brown, cushy chair on the other side of Wes’ desk.

“Tim, first things first about this place: we don’t exist. We can’t exist. We ourselves are impossible beings, we live in an impossible space, and we steward things that might exist somewhere in and out of not-being. We call ourselves Eidolons. Questions?”

“Can you change the background noise? It’s a bit distracting.”

“Sorry.”

Wes fiddled with something under his desk. The sounds changed from that of an office to punk rock, then from classical music into white noise, finally settling on the sound of light rain.

“Is this alright?”

“Yeah, it’s fine.”

“Great. So, like I said, Eidolons. The space in which you and I currently believe ourselves to reside does not exist, or rather, does not exist in a quantifiable, observable, or predictable manner, unless it does, which it can because of how unpredictable it is. If any self-aware perspective comes to the conclusion that it no longer exists, or has that conclusion forced upon it by its local reality, it no longer exists unto itself, and so it gets shunted here. Usually.”

“Usually?”

“Well, we’re one particular group of things that don’t exist, a very small subset of all that ain’t. There are a lot of things that aren’t real besides Eidolons. Infinite infinities’ worth of hypothetical beings. You could have been shunted somewhere else, and in fact, you were, or at least a perspective indistinguishable to yours was.”

“Can I just say something?”

“Certainly.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“That’s fine, Tim, that’s fine. Let me simplify to what my peers would likely consider a criminal extent: you died, and this is the afterlife. We’re angels and decided you were a good enough person to get a second chance. Does that sit right with you?”

“Look, Wes, don’t patronize me. Just because I don’t understand doesn’t mean I’m an idiot.”

“Alright, alright! Listen, would you like some coffee?”

“…do you actually have any coffee?”

“Yes. Well, no, but close enough that you couldn’t tell the difference. I have the illusion of coffee, if that’s good enough for you.”

“Do you have any illusion of tea?”

“Certainly. How many illusory milks do you take? Illusory sugar? Salt, if you fancy? Name it.”

“No milk, and a teaspoon of illusory honey if you can, please.”

“One cup of not-tea with no-honey coming up.”

Wes reached to an earpiece that I hadn’t noticed him wearing before.

“You heard the man.”

And then some tea appeared.

“Huh.”

“Nifty, hey? The best thing about not existing is that you get to have all sorts of fun with everything else that isn’t real. Reality forces you to play by its rules, but irreality plays by ours.”

I lifted the tea and took a sip. It was pretty good.

“This is pretty good.”

“Good! Where was I?”

“Filling me in on all sorts of interesting things.”

“Ah, right. Anyway, we’ve kind of run out of space.”

“How do you run out of space in the space where nothing exists?”

“We’re not in the space where nothing exists, we’re in the space that things that do not exist do; the area of potential for those things to be. The problem is that, like I said before, us Eidolons don’t run the entirety of nothing-space, only a portion of it. And a finite portion, at that, and we’re running out of the finite space we have left, so we’re kicking you out. Blunt, but there you go.”

“How exactly do you kick me out of nonexistence?”

“I don’t really know, that’s not my department. You should have asked Amanda, she’d know; Constitution and Ejection are pretty similar. That’s the terminology for it, of course, ‘Ejection’, just to be clear.”

“I see.”

“Anyway, to business. My job, beyond filling you in on the finer details, is getting you to actually put pen to paper. Well, I say that, but it’s not actually a signature that I need to get the ball rolling, it’s an image of your DNA, but we only take that with your signed permission. I have you down for permanent Ejection here, with a standard compensation package of alchemic gold, silver, and biomass, and additional Wave Four benefits, is that right?”

“Yeah, I think so. A quick question while I’m here… what do you mean by ‘alchemic’?”

“Ah, that’s simple. Are you familiar with the idea of alchemy?”

“Kind of. Lead to gold, that kind of thing, right?”

“Close enough. Anyway, it’s real.”

“Huh.”

“Well, I say that, but it’s more like when we sneak you back where you were we’ll put a bit of irreality back in with you, which you can then exploit as you see fit. Within reason. Basically, we’re giving you magic, though it’s bound to your reserves of alchemic resources. Part of the Wave Four benefit package is a phone that has all the information on it.”

“Ah, the mobile phone. By the way, I don’t really know how to use those. Dead 37 years, all that.”

“Okay, that’s not a problem. We can pair you with a more recent departure, someone who knows how to use them. Computers, too, I guess. I take it that Samuel filled you in on the buddy system?”

“Not in depth. More like mentioned it in passing.”

“It’s just what it sounds like, we’ll just partner you up with someone. We’ll get you acquainted before sending you back, and when you get home you’ll have a supportive shoulder to lean on rather than being completely lost. After the second wave we realized that some of our long-term residents had no idea what cars were. Seems ridiculous that we missed something like that, but what do we know about existing, right?”

“I suppose. One more thing.”

“Yeah?”

“When do I wake up?”

“Ah. Hm. Well, that all depends on you, doesn’t it? You think this is a dream.”

“It’s got to be, right?”

“Of course, of course. Then nothing that you do in here matters, since when you wake up, it’ll all be gone, no?”

“Of course.”

“Well then, for the time being, let’s pretend that this isn’t a dream. That this is all really happening.”

“Even though you yourself admit to not really existing at all.”

“Ahhhhh, well, you’re kind of twisting the meaning behind my words there, but sure. Just cruise along with it. Embrace the dream. I don’t think it’s a dream, but if it were, I’d be a part of it, so my opinion’s really irrelevant on the matter.”

“Exactly. Exactly.”

“Then nothing that you do in this dream really has any meaning, does it? You’ve no problems with signing whatever I put in front of you?”

“Well, within reason.”

“There! There, you see? You’re allowing for some chance in your head, incredibly minute – literally incredibly, without credibility at all – and yet you’re planning for the ‘what if’ anyway.”

“Just because this is a dream doesn’t mean I’ll start acting irresponsibly. I’m still me.”

“Then you can sign these for me?”

“Sure. Sure, if they aren’t too unreasonable.”

“Fantastic. Here you go.”

I, the undersigned, grant consent to the United Eidolonic Collective to extract and record my DNA (deoxyribonucleic acid) profile, or otherwise, the genetic code representing my being as a living organism, or otherwise, a methodology by which such may be described, or otherwise, a set of laws by which some such profile analogous to such may be represented. I consent to the use of this information in a manner which will Eject this iteration of my consciousness from local nonexistence, in exchange for the reimbursements stated on the attached document, Wave Four Benefits and Reimbursement Package. I hereby release, waiver, discharge, and covenant not to sue the United Eidolonic Collective, its administrators, directors, or employees from all losses, damages or other injury consequent to Ejection from local nonexistence. I have read this form and understand the rights thus relinquished.

“Until the point of your ejection, you’re still considered a guest, of course. There are a few other papers but they’re really very long and wordy and if this is a dream you shouldn’t care either way, right?”

“Has anyone actually tried to sue you?”

“They’ve certainly tried, but none have ever succeeded. It’s hard to get a corporation to pay out when it doesn’t exist.”

“Fair point. Well, no problem with this, at least. Kick me out of that which is not.”

“Here, have a pen.”

I scribbled a hasty signature at the bottom of the paper.

“And this, too, please. Just the reimbursements, I promise that there’s nothing hidden in there.”

Around this time I remembered a few of my misgivings about the whole process.

“Wait up.”

“In case this is real, right?”

“Yes. In case this is real. Do I age when I go back?”

“That’s a common question. The answer’s yes, but with alchemy it doesn’t matter. We basically give you amazing magical powers, remember? Anything that might inconvenience your day-to-day operations for the rest of forever can be addressed with sufficient quantities of alchemic materials. If worse comes to worse, the amount of biomass in your finger is enough to set your age to anything you want, and then grow the finger back for good measure. Age adjustments are basically free. Though I hear they’re a bit painful.”

“That’s a more reasonable solution than I expected. Alright.”

Another signature.

“Here, too. Last little bit, just more ass-covering.”

Another signature.

“Great, thanks Tim. Looks like we’re done here. You’ve got a few options now, I can send you through to public relations if you’ve got any more questions, or you can just go straight to the public room for Wave Four and get assigned to a buddy.”

“I have some questions, but they probably have really long and boring answers. How long can I spend here before I go back to the ‘real world’? Skipping over the stupid artificiality of time here.”

“In this room, about five days, in the public room, about two. I think I said before, we run this place at different speeds for efficiency’s sake. Constitution actually takes the most time of all, it just doesn’t seem like it relative to you. It might have seemed like you skipped through there in minutes, but compared to my frame of reference it would have probably been a few hours. Anyway, to the public room, then?”

“Sure, thanks.”

Wes raised his finger to his ear in a motion I was gradually getting used to.

“You heard him, public room.”

And then a door appeared.
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    The Journal of Aframos Longjourney, Pilgrim: An Introduction


First Entry



The Ravelwoods have fascinated scholars for nearly two thousand years now. Ever since the publication of Varnip the Larger's Unbelievable Bestiary, scholars, naturalists, and hunters have been hungry for more information. Sadly, for many, many years, knowledge of the Ravelwoods came in bits and pieces, as passage there seemed to happen at random, through crumbling archways on abandoned estates, in caves in the desert, or even through the odd garderobe. Thankfully, the Petwise Pathway has given us a more permanent, stable accessway into this fascinating realm, and since its discovery, we have added to our store of knowledge by leaps and bounds.

I myself first encountered information on Ravelwoods when, as a boy, I read Savage, Maneating Monsters of the Far Realms, by the tragically abridged Arnest Belrigger. Aside from providing wholesome entertainment, it sparked in me a fascination and lifelong love of that far-off place. I devoted my life to the subject, coming here, to the Rheve Library, where the greatest collection of works pertaining to Ravelwoods can be found. From Bovi Estuard's treatise on the politics of the blackshirt crows to Transitive Norton's On the River of Terror with Rod, Reel, and Gun, they're all here. I have catalogued them, read through them, and cross-referenced them. I don't think that it's arrogant for me to say that I have become one of the best-read experts on the woods.

And now I have a unique opportunity. When the Arch-Librarian was given a set of rare books and scrolls by the Poriarch of Bef, there was among them a very old volume. It was by one of those strange nomads who haunt the Baro Desert, sometimes venturing out on strange pilgrimages to places not even they know. Their journals, when they keep them, are always prized, of course. They are an honest people, and not given to exaggeration. How wonderful, then, to find one detailing the Ravelwoods themselves.

As I read through the journal, I was struck by his sense of wonder in his surroundings. Even the most mundane of the things he saw in the Ravelwoods were fascinating to him… and to me as well, seeing them through his eyes. Everything seemed new to me again.

And there were some things he wrote about that were genuinely new to me, and to every other scholar on the Ravelwoods I've written to. And of course, some things I can only guess at.

Knowledge is meant to be shared. And so I cannot keep this volume to myself. Therefore I've taken it upon myself to annotate the journal, both for old researchers of the woods, and for those who are new to this fascinating world. Whoever you are, if you love the wild and the wondrous, please read on.
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From the Journal of Aframos Longjourney, Pilgrim

With notes by Avos Torr, Scholar of Rheve Library

Spring Equinox, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Spring has come, and it is time for all young conlins1 to begin their quests. That includes me, and tomorrow I will learn what my task shall be. I will no longer be Aframos Tremiren. Tomorrow, I will get my taskname, the name by which I will be known for the rest of my life. I have been given this journal, which will detail my quest, and the steps I undertook to complete my quest. If I do well enough, it will be given to later conlins to study before they undertake their quests.

Will I be a crafter, like my first-father? A priest like my second-father? Or perhaps a dowser, like my mother. Ironsword, Soulward, Deepwell. Their tasknames. Their adult names. They are no longer identified simply by their clan, but by who they have become, and by the quests they undertook to take those names. What will mine be? What task will the elders give me? Will I be able to live up to the task?

I cannot help but think of my oldest brother, who failed his task. He was stripped of his taskname. He has no status in the clan. He can never hope to be more than a third husband, even if he can find a female who wants him. I fear that I may end up like him. More, with both of the oldest sons disgraced, my family may never recover face.

Still, the elders are fair. They will not give me an impossible task. I am not afraid to work hard. Whatever task they give me, I will finish. Or else I will die trying, and save my family the shame.2


Footnotes

1. Conlin roughly translates to child, or hatchling, though perhaps "youngster" is a better word.

2. And that is our first entry in the journal, and our first look at Aframos. I only commented lightly on this entry, both because I found the content to be self-explanatory and because my expertise does not extend to the culture of the Baro nomads. I will explain the more puzzling terms, but for the most part, I will leave discussion of the nomads to other scholars. My business lies elsewhere in the text.
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From the Journal of Aframos Longjourney, Pilgrim

With notes by Avos Torr, Scholar of Rheve Library

Marday, First Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Longjourney. My new name is Longjourney. The elders made their decision. And I am torn.

There have only been two Longjourneys in the histories, one of whom became a hero. It is an honor to receive the name. And yet… And yet it feels like a banishment.

I understand why the elders chose this quest for me. It's clear as day. One son has already failed in his quest. If I fail as well, my family may never recover. And so I become a pilgrim.

I am to go forth until I find something that the clan needs, but does not have. If I find it, then I will earn my new name, and my family will be redeemed. And if I don't find it… If I don't come back, I will not be said to have failed. Either way, I cannot dishonor my family.

The elders never said this, of course. They would not. They are too kind to do so. But I could see it in their eyes. They do not expect me to come back. And for my family… For my mother and my three fathers, I cannot. Not unless I complete my quest.

It is hard, what I must do. But it is necessary. At least I have until the solstice to prepare. While the other conlins learn the basics of their new crafts, I will prepare myself, arrange supplies, and

I am sorry, I spilled my ink on that last part. I am distracted. I will write more tomorrow.1


Footnotes

1. The next few entries deal with Aframos' readying himself for his quest. There were few enough during the next thirteen cycles, and most of them were of a very personal nature as Aframos said goodbye to those around him. I hope I can be forgiven this sentimentality, but I felt it was best that these entries remain off this record. I will be skipping ahead to the beginning of his journey, on the thirteenth cycle.Before I go any further, perhaps I could explain the calendar of the Baro Nomads. Where we divide the 420 days of the year into fourteen months of three ten-day weeks, the Baro Nomads have a much more complicated system. They divide the year into four seasons. The solstices and equinoxes are of cardinal importance to them. Important undertakings tend to begin on the equinoxes, whereas it's considered bad luck to start any new endeavor on solstices. Each season consists of its corresponding equinox or solstice, and thirteen eight-day cycles. Spring solstice is the first day of the year. Turns are marked by the passing of the Windness-Hawley Comet. The Baro Nomads, not having a proper scientific grounding, call it the Bright Herald, and believe it brings news of the new turn to the world, or somesuch primitive superstition. Thus, a turn lasts roughly eighty-two and a third years.The eight days of the cycle are Marday, Skyday, Rokday, Byrday, Skalday, Erevday, Tresday, and Chroday.You will therefore note that the next entry takes place twelve cycles later, or ninety-six days. Nine-and-a-half weeks may seem like a great deal of time to skip over, but trust me when I say that nothing of scholarly interest took place in that time.
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From the Journal of Aframos Longjourney, Pilgrim

With notes by Avos Torr, Scholar of Rheve Library

Marday, Thirteenth Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

I have done it. This morning, I left the clan at the late spring oasis. Now I will have a cycle of travel before the solstice, and will hopefully avoid misfortune. I will need as much luck as I can find.

Today, travel was fairly uneventful. I am travelling north, towards the Fardowns1. I have never been there, but I have heard that the goatherders there are friendly. The money my first-father gave me will be useful in dealing with them, so I am confident in that leg of my journey. Perhaps they can give me advice on where to go from there.

I do have one note of interest. I passed by a large stone this afternoon. For the most part, it was identical to many other such stones in the desert; reddish-brown, rough to the hand, and roughly spherical. It was about twice my height in diameter, and at eye-height, there was writing. It indicated that someone, I could not make out the name, had been there. There was a strange, almost totemic picture enscribed next to the writing, depicting some sort of creature peering over what I took to be a wall. Only the creatures fingers and the top of its head appeared over the "wall." It had two crudely made circles for eyes, and an oval snout. The head had neither fur nor scales on it, but that may be due to the stylized nature of the drawing. The only other significant feature of the figure were two large, pointed ears, much like a fox's. I wonder who left it there?2


Footnotes

1. The goat herders of the Fardowns are, I am told, a somewhat more civilized breed of troll, constantly at war with their wilder neighbors. Aside from making fine cheeses and textiles, they are famed for their engineering prowess, often creating bridges spanning miles out of nothing more than stone, wood, and woven goat hair.

2. The picture Aframos found on the rock was undoubtedly a totem of some sort, perhaps some sort of guardian over the area around the rock. Maybe in days gone by, people met by this rock and created a deity to keep watch. Truly fascinating. The writing, on the other hand, is clearly graffiti.
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From the Journal of Aframos Longjourney, Pilgrim

With notes by Avos Torr, Scholar of Rheve Library

Skalday, Thirteenth Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

I have reached the Fardowns this afternoon. There is scattered grass on the rolling hills, covering them like mold. The ground is firm, and slightly damp beneath my feet. It is a little bit like the Oases, or near the Trescu River, but it is also cool, even though it is afternoon. It is nice, I think, though I wonder what winters are like1. Well, it gets cold in the desert. My robes are thick. If I become too cold, I will simply need to buy thicker ones.

In the distance, I can see a great darkness just over the horizon. At first I believed it to be a storm. However, it hasn't moved all day. I think I may be seeing mountains. They say there are mountains beyond the Fardowns2, where the wild trolls live. Wild trolls are large, nearly as big as I am3, and supposedly tremendously strong, even compared to their cousins. I will need to plan my route carefully, once I have a clearer idea of where I can go from here. Hopefully the goatherds can tell me where to go, and how to avoid their dangerous cousins.

Where should I go? I still don't know. I could go to the cities in the east. Strong metals come from the east, and the tribe could certainly use the secret of that work. But does it need it? Or I could go to the north. They know powerful magics in the northlands, and there are certainly things that could benefit my people. But I am not a mage. Could I learn enough? Or I could circle the Desert, and learn the mysteries of the spirit. But neither am I a priest. I have spoken with my second-father enough to know that. How can I seperate which mysteries are valuable, and which are not?

At least I may ignore the west. There is nothing in that direction but ghosts and demons4. I will learn nothing of value there.


Footnotes

1. Despite their appearance, the Baro Nomads are warm-blooded. Indeed, they are very good at regulating their body temperatures, often learning to do so on a conscious level.

2. The Varidan's Crest Range

3. A male mountain troll of the Varidan's Crest subspecies generally attains a height of eight to nine feet. The females are somewhat larger.

4. As a westerner, I hardly need mention that Aframos was wrong about this, the revision and oversight committee notwithstanding.
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From the Journal of Aframos Longjourney, Pilgrim

With notes by Avos Torr, Scholar of Rheve Library

Erevday, Thirteenth Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

I met a goatherd today. His name was Grotmor Horgon. He was cautious, but friendly enough once he saw I was no threat. His goats seemed more careful, and none would approach me closely. I am usually good with animals, but his goats seemed less inclined to believe my good intentions.

Grotmor did not know of anything I might find to help my clan. However, he told me that a hermit lives nearby. The hermit is called Twisthorn, and Grotmor says that he was a traveller in his youth. He might have encountered something my clan will need.

I haven't found the hill that Twisthorn calls home yet, but I did see something most interesting. It was late in the afternoon, and the sky was a light gray blue. I heard something in the air. It sounded like a low buzzing, but a nest of bees. I looked up, and there was a most peculiar thing. It was flying, like a bat, or a harpy, but it appeared to be a made thing. As near as I was able to tell, it was made of cloth, wood, and thin pieces of metal. There was a central box-like structure, and I saw what looked like clockwork within. I thought I saw crystals set on its surface, but I could not be certain, as it moved very quickly. I watched it fly around me for several minutes, before leaving, heading to the west. Was it indeed a device1 of some sort? If so, who made it, and for what purpose?

Still, I was told there were strange things outside the Desert, and this did not seem dangerous.


Footnotes

1. This device bears a striking resemblance to similar clockwork engines found in parts of the Ravelwoods. However, those tend to be more aggressive than the one Aframos encountered. Icstrot Misplore theorizes that they're scouts for more powerful, intelligent machines part of a mechanical empire. While it's tempting to dismiss this theory out of hand, one must remember the legend of the Gearnaut Civilization, told in many disparate parts of the Ravelwood and associated worlds.
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From the Journal of Aframos Longjourney, Pilgrim

With notes by Avos Torr, Scholar of Rheve Library

Tresday, Thirteenth Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

I feel like a bit of a fool now. I was supposed to be looking for a rock that looked like a face. However, I was looking for a Baro face, instead of a troll's. It was obvious in hindsight, but I didn't realize it until I'd been leaning against the rock in question.

Once I found that landmark, I was able to find the hermit's hill very quickly. By midmorning, I had found the cottage. An old troll was sitting on a wooden chair by the door. He introduced himself as Twisthorn.

Twisthorn is an interesting person. He is the largest troll I've ever seen. If age hadn't bent his back, I think he would be taller than I am1. One of his horns is straight from his head, as was Grotmor's, but the other has a sharp bend halfway, pointing it forward. I believe that was how he got his name; I felt it was impolite to ask. He seemed slightly surprised to see me; I think he was expecting company from someone else. He was most accommodating, however, and invited me in for tea.

Twisthorn's home is a strange building. It is not made of stone or clay, as other buildings I've seen. Instead, it's made of wood from trees. There aren't many trees in the Fardowns, so he must have gone far afield to gather enough wood for its construction. Its roof is made from cut grasses, made into what Twisthorn calls "thatch." There are windows made of glass in the walls, which seem out of place in such a modest building. In Narlifron, few people can afford more than one or two glass windows. I have heard it is much the same in other cities. Twisthorn's home has ten of various sizes and shapes. At least… I think it has ten. I only counted seven on the outside, but I can see ten inside. They range from a small square window as large as my hand to a large star-shaped window high in the north wall.

The inside is oddly cluttered. There are strange bottles, jars, and other containers on shelves, with papers scattered around them. There are several chairs, and two beds, only one of which has been slept in. He owns many books, certainly more than a hundred, and wrote many of them himself. Chests and boxes occupy every bit of space not taken up by furniture, with just enough space left over to move around. There is also a large writing desk, where I am sitting now.

We drank tea, flavored with odd spices, while I told Twisthorn why I was travelling. He thinks that he can help me, but explained that he needed to look at something first. He left, asking me to watch his cabin overnight2. He showed me how to work his stove, and invited me to try more of his tea. There is a pump over a basin, so he does not need to go outside for his water, or store it in jars. This is a change from the desert, where water is scarce, and must be rationed carefully. He said that I could sleep in his spare bed, but I believe I will be more comfortable on the ground. I have never slept on a bed before, and it seems that it wouldn't feel natural to sleep raised above the earth. While a good bedroll is helpful, especially when the ground is damp, a bed seems too high.

I wonder what it is that Twisthorn had to see to, and what it has to do with my quest? Still, he seems to know what he is talking about, and he has obviously travelled widely. I await his return.


Footnotes

1. This would make Twisthorn one of the largest trolls in that part of the world. It is likely that he was from the northern mountains, where trolls grow larger. It is strange that he had taken up with the civilized goatherds, but it's not entirely unheard of.

2. It may seem strange that the hermit was so willing to entrust his home to a complete stranger, but Baro Nomads are noted far and wide for their honesty. There have been only a few thieves among the nomads, and they have all been outcasts of one sort or another. Theft simply isn't tolerated in their culture.
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From the Journal of Aframos Longjourney, Pilgrim

With notes by Avos Torr, Scholar of Rheve Library

Chroday, Thirteenth Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Into the Trees

So much has happened today, I am unsure where to begin. I am almost tempted to leave this entry for tomorrow… But then, that will simply mean more to write about.

I suppose I should begin with Twisthorn's other guest. Early in the morning, no more than an hour after I awoke, Twisthorn returned with a strange bird creature, dressed in fine silk clothing. She was extremely small, barely coming up to my knee. Her feathers were red as rust, and her clothes were a pale green with darker patterns across it. Her curved beak was yellow, with red designs painted on it. Twisthorn introduced her as Rising-whistle-two-clicks. An odd name, but it is apparently the closest approximation of her name in the trade language1.

She is a stargazer, like the priests among my people, watching the comings and goings of the stars2. She was visiting Twisthorn on her way to the Desert, in fact. Twisthorn had been making certain she was safe. There was mention of some minor difficulties with bandits, but she seemed none the worse for wear. Twisthorn had a cut across one gnarled hand, but he was in high spirits. We quickly sat down for tea, and Rising-whistle asked me to tell her of my people. I obliged, paying special attention to our knowledge of the heavens. Fortunately, my second-father taught me a great deal. He was always disappointed that I lacked the mindset to become a priest. Still, I was able to tell her what I knew of the skies, and she was very excited. Her people have been studying the skies nearly as long as mine have, and she was hoping to trade knowledge for knowledge. I know that she will have great success, for my people love the stars. Learning something of stars in other skies would be knowledge truly worth having.

After we were done discussing my people, Twisthorn changed the subject to my quest. He said that he had an idea that might help me. It was dangerous, he said, but it might be worthwhile. I told him that I was not afraid of danger, and I am not. It is only failure that I fear. Failure, and growing old away from the Baro. I could take death far easier than that, I think.

He reached into a chest, and pulled out a flute. It was beautiful instrument, made of black lacquered wood, with stars etched along its length. He raised it to his lips, and he began to play. The music was beautiful, and I almost missed what happened as he played it.

Mice began to move out from corners around the cottage. They came from under papers, from behind chests, and from holes in the walls, eyes bright and alert. They did not scurry, like mice usually do, but moved in a strange, rhythmic motion. After a moment, I realized they were dancing. They formed into groups, and began to dance together, pairing up to move around the room in graceful patterns. I have heard of these sorts of dances, which they do in the larger cities to the north, but I had never actually seen one, and certainly not performed by mice. I leaned over them to take a closer look, but they did not panic. They kept up their dance, and ignored all else.

Finally, Twisthorn stopped playing, and the mice ran back to their hiding places. He explained that he had picked it up in his travels. It was only an amusement, but he hinted that he had held more powerful objects in his time. While he no longer had them, he knew where to find them, or ones like them. This was the best news I'd heard. While the flute wouldn't be too useful to us (we keep specially bred sarlifins3 to keep mice down), it showed a kind of magic that an ordinary person could use. He mentioned a flask that contained a never-ending supply of water. We always need water in the Desert. I asked to know how I could find such things.

He told me to travel a league to the north and three leagues east. If I travelled there, and if I was meant to travel to the strange lands he'd visited, I'd find something. When I asked what I would find, however, he refused to tell me. Rising-whistle spoke up, saying I would know it when I saw it.

Twisthorn helped me gather my things, and gave me some of his tea. He also gave me a sharp troll-made dagger. It is plain, but forged well, with a good balance. I tried to turn it down, not feeling worthy of such largesse, but he said that I would need it. All he asked in return was that I try to return one day to tell him of my travels. I agreed, and I hope to keep that promise. Though, now I am less sure if I will be able to…

After I said my goodbyes to Twisthorn and Rising-whistle, I set out. It was still morning, though the sun was already high above the horizon. I followed Twisthorn's directions as best I could, walking up and down the grassy hills. I did not see any goatherds, and now I suspect they avoid the place. The grass had been very high, not cropped by animals that I could see. I couldn't see anything but stones.

It was midafternoon when I'd gone as far as Twisthorn had said, and I began to explore. There were a lot of rocks around, but not much else. For lack of anything better to do, I explored the rocks.

Like the other rocks in the downs, they were dark grey. Rough and cracked, they made for difficult footing. I nearly fell several times, but I managed to catch myself with my walking stick. There didn't seem anything remarkable about them, compared to the hundreds of others I'd seen since leaving the Desert, but there was nothing else of interest I could see.

Finally, I came to a larger outcrop. It was composed of three different stones sticking out of the ground like crooked teeth, leaning together. They were tall, and formed a crude tripod. I didn't think much of them, until I saw a bird swoop out from between two of the stones. What made it strange was that I hadn't seen it fly into the stones. Now, it could have been hiding there, but it had been moving very quickly. I decided to look more closely.

I walked under the stones, and I did not find myself on the other side of the stones4.

I was surrounded by trees. Not small little trees, like the stunted ones that dot the Farlands, or even the trees in the oases or by the Trescu. These were giants of trees. They stretched far above my head, so very far. I could not see the tops of them, and very little sunlight filtered down to me. However, tall as they are, they do not grow straight5. Their branches twist and turn like snakes, and even their trunks have odd bends in them. How they stand, I cannot say. I have trouble understanding how anything so tall could be possible, let alone something as twisted as a bandit's loyalties.

I was on a path, one barely wide enough for two Baro to walk abreast. Bushes lined either side, laden with brightly colored flowers and berries. Butterflies flew from flower to flower, and I heard birds singing around me. More flowers grow on vines that climb up the trees, and small plants in the crooks of the branches. Little lizards scamper from tree to tree, almost too quick to be seen. A gentle, warm rain tickled me as it filtered through the branches above.

I am now a little ways off the path, in a little glade. The rain has stopped, but I am still in the forest. I am unsure how I got here, but I will continue to explore.


Footnotes

1. The visitor was clearly one of the astronomers from Anagog. Their musical language is quite difficult for most to understand, let alone transcribe. Rising-whistle-two-clicks is equivalent to a name meaning Blood of the Heart. Of course, I'm told by our resident Anagogian scholar that it could also mean giant fish or oblong fiddle, or a number of other phrases, depending on how one said or sang it.

2. With such a barren land, is it any wonder the Baro Nomads take such an interest in the skies?

3. Sarlifins are a winged creature with a body and disposition similar to a weasel.

4. An expedition will soon be mounted to confirm the existence of this entrance to the Ravelwoods.

5. These trees are, of course, typical for the woods.
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From the Journal of Aframos Longjourney, Pilgrim

With notes by Avos Torr, Scholar of Rheve Library

Summer Solstice, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Second Day in the Trees

This is a very wet land, wherever I am. It rained at midmorning, and again this afternoon. Is this usual for this land, or am I merely in time for the rainy season? I suppose it has to be usual, for the dense greenery. It is strange to think of so much water. I awoke covered in dew, which collected in my scales and ran to the corners of my mouth, affording me a drink. It was very refreshing.

There was a little pond in the glade I had slept in, so I decided to take the opportunity to take a bath. We so rarely get a chance to immerse ourselves in water. It feels good to swim, to move through the water like I can fly. Even in such a small pond, it was very fun. There were small fish swimming in the pond, and I caught one. It was brightly colored red on top with a pale belly1. I let it go as it was too small for cooking.

And as the day wore on, it become hot enough for me to appreciate my swim, and the deep drinks I took. Not as hot as the desert must be, but still hot enough that I decided to rest at noon.

While I sat by the trail, leaning against the trunk of a tree, I felt something land on my head. At first I thought it was probably a large leaf or a small branch, but then I felt it move. I stood as still as possible, while I waited for it to show itself.

Presently, a small creature climbed down from my head to my shoulder, and then down my arm. It took me a moment to recognize it as similar to the monkeys that they keep as pets in Narlifron. However, this one had a light brown fur, not dark red, and it was half their size2. But the face, and the way it used its tail as an extra arm, was unmistakable. It used me as a perch for a while, and I moved very little while it did, only watching it. Then it jumped across the path, up into another tree, and disappeared among its branches. I don't think it ever realized I was alive. What a marvelous encounter.

When I resumed my walk, I soon found the trees changing3. I have not visited many forests, but this still strikes me as unusual. The broad-leafed trees I had been seeing were slowly being replaced. The new trees had rougher bark and smaller leaves, and the bushes were not quite as dense. Even the birds began to sound different. Still, what do I know of forests? Perhaps this is the usual way of it.

This is a short entry, but it took me an hour to write. How typical of the summer solstice.


Footnotes

1. My colleagues in exoichthyology were unable to make an identification based on such a short description.

2. A marvelous encounter with a Trelkerson's Surprised Monkey. The species is quite shy, so it is unlikely it knew what Aframos was.

3. Here Aframos encounters his first shift. Always a disorienting experience for new travelers in the woods.
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With notes by Avos Torr, Scholar of Rheve Library

Skyday, 14th Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Fourth Day In the Trees

It's been only a few days since I found the strange rocky outcrop among the Fardowns. Already, I've seen such strange sights as I never thought possible. I have never seen so much greenery in all my life. Not even near the River Crescent of the Trescu were there so many plants. And such plants! Trees so high I can hardly see their tops. Flowers that bloom in every color imaginable. I have even with my own eyes seen a plant that moved of its own accord, trapping flies1. Truly, this is a wondrous place.

But it is not a place without hazards, I found out this morning. I was walking down the path (and who makes these paths, I wonder? Something to find out later2 when I saw a strange beast peering at me through the bushes. In aspect, it was similar to the great cats that roam the moorlands, though with a coat of dappled orange and black, rather than mottled brown. However, it was smaller, and I made the mistake of thinking it was thus less dangerous. I decided to approach it, thinking that if I could tame it, I might have a companion for my journey. No sooner did I reach toward it than it flung itself at me, nearly knocking me over as it scraped at me with its terrible claws. It went through the thick robes I wore as though they were lightest silk. Only through providence and my thick hide was I saved from terrible damage. As it was, I have many deep scratches and cuts that I must tend to, lest they sour. I was finally able to grasp the cat by its neck and kill it3.

After it was dead, I heard a soft mewling. I moved the bushes near where the cat had hidden itself, and discovered the reason for her ferocity. Yes, her, for I found two kittens there, obviously of the same kind. I felt shame at that moment, for who could fault a mother for protecting her young? If I had left well enough alone, we should both be alive, and these kittens would have their mother. Now I was left with a problem.

What was to happen to these two little creatures? If I left them, they would surely starve, or be eaten by some other predator. But what do I know of caring for these creatures? Still, what is done is done. I knew there was only one decision I could live with. I took the two of them and placed them inside of my haversack, and carried them with me. As I sit by the fire, they watch me with shining eyes. They do not understand what has happened, nor can they know my intentions toward them. But they do not shy away when I touch them, and nor do they bite or claw me when I pick them up. I have named one of them Souja4, and the other Martap5. They will need both to survive. I hope I have done the right thing.


Footnotes

1. Venus Flytrap of some sort, perhaps? Or possibly a Loomweb Orchid.

2. Aframos couldn't know about the Walkers at that point, of course.

3. What Aframos encountered was most likely a jungle canny cat [felis scotius tropicus], though Ouster Brownden has suggested that it may be a dwarf subspecies of jaguar. Given the size of the pilgrim, one could even suppose a normal jaguar. I suppose I should give Evan Oddsworth's magic tiger theory a mention, though no one takes him particularly seriously these days. Not since the unfortunate business with the blimp.

4. Luck

5. Courage
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Byrday, 14th Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Sixth Day In the Trees

The kittens are hungry. I'm sure of it. But they won't eat. I've tried everything I can find, but they won't eat any of it. I'm certain that they're meat-eaters, with those sharp little teeth. Why then won't they eat the birds or small animals I've caught for them? What did their mother feed them, if not these1? I've even tried feeding them plants, for all the good it did.

They are already less energetic than they were yesterday. They no longer climb on me, nor do they explore the campsite with the same interest. They mewl loudly, and I worry about how long they can last without food.

They've already begun to attract predators. This evening, after I'd made camp, I heard something nearby, in the bushes. On the edge of the firelight, I saw a strange creature. It walked on two legs, but it had a head like a jackal's, and it wore no clothing2. Its body was covered with coarse, brown hair. It was not carrying any weapons, but when it opened its mouth, I could see long, sharp teeth. I could hear other things moving around us; presumably others like it. I stood up, and I opened my mouth, showing my own teeth, and looking it in the eye. As we stared at each other, I let my robes drop, covering the kittens, and puffed up, making myself look larger than I am. After a moment, it turned and left, and I heard the others move away too.

I built the fire up after that, but it will be a long time before I am able to sleep.


Footnotes

1. It may seem odd that Aframos didn't know this. However, we must keep in mind that his experience with milk-bearing animals would be limited. I am given to understand Baro Nomads feed their hatchlings fresh meat and occasional roots from the time they are born.

2. Clearly a Poole's Wolf. These predators are cunning hunters who use pack strategies to take down large herbivores. It is unlikely that they would have attacked Aframos in any case. While a pack would certainly be capable of bringing him down, he would be outside their food paradigm. They were more likely more curious than anything else. Still, one cannot forget that Etrimor Poole disappeared underverysuspicious circumstances. They never did find a body.
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With notes by Avos Torr, Scholar of Rheve Library

Skalday, 14th Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Seventh Day in the Trees

Martap is dead.

He still would not eat this morning, and was no longer mewling for food. By noon, he had stopped breathing. I buried him away from the trail, and made a small cairn over the grave. I said a prayer for him before I left. May he have water for his journey, and stars to guide his steps.

My own steps were heavy and slow. I had lost one cat, and the other was slowly dying. For guidance, I chanted as I walked1, hoping the low tones would raise my spirits, and perhaps bring us luck, my passenger and I.

Some kind god must have found me, for when I stopped that afternoon, Souja began to eat the small strips of meat I gave to her. Slowly at first, then ravenously. I swiftly caught two more birds for her, that she would have fresh meat. She is still weak, and I am not sure yet if this has saved her, but I am hopeful. While she ate her fill, I built a small shrine to whatever god of the forest or of the roads listened to my prayers.

As I write this, she is sleeping by the fire. We travelled again, and are now in a clearing near a stream. There are wildflowers growing, and I am comforted by this reminder of life. Though even here there is strangeness.

The stream flows uphill2. I was unsure at first, but I tested the slope by rolling small pebbles down by the bank of the stream, and by floating small leaves in the water. The pebbles roll one way, but the stream flows the other. When I took a quick walk upstream, I found a waterfall, where the water jumped to the top. There is magic here, I am sure of it. Still, it has fish, and I caught several for us. If she will eat, I will be sure to feed her.


Footnotes

1. Baro chanting is typically described as being not unlike a ruminant with bad, yet very rhythmic digestion.

2. No one knows why streams like this form in parts of the Ravelwoods. There are three competing theories. The first is that they are a basic consequence of the instability of time and space in the Ravelwoods. This was proposed by Bedlam Barochi in his work The Palace of Light. The second is that the strong magics that tend to collect in the woods cause them to form. This was proposed by Icstrot Misplore in his volume, What You Didn't Want to Know About the Ravelwoods, But I Shall Tell You Anyway. Finally, the oldest of the three theories, seen earliest in a work by Varnip the Larger himself, is that it's Just One of Those Things (capitalization his). While it lacks a certain scientific rigor, I admit there are times I want to catalogue entire sections of the Ravelwoods lore under this category.
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Erevday, 14th Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Eighth Day in the Trees

Souja is doing better. She woke me up several times last night for food, and she's regained much of her former energy. She makes a buzzing sound at times. I wondered at it at first, but it seems to indicate that she's well. I pet her in the evenings, and she lays by my side. Sometimes she rolls on her back and savages my arm gently. So tiny, but already so fierce. She will be a very good hunter when she comes into her full growth, I am sure.

Will she need to learn to hunt, the way conlins must learn from their parents? Or will she know already, the skill engraved on her heart, as with sarlifins? If she does not know… Would it be so terrible? I will take care of her. I can hunt for the both of us. She is welcome company in a strange land, and I would be glad to have her by my side.

Still, there is no reason to worry about things that have not come and I cannot change. I do not know what will happen, and making plans on a maybe is building a palace on a dune.

Today, we found a most remarkable thing. It was a stairway, by the path. It was of the spiral kind, made of metal and stone. It soared high above the earth, supported by nothing but air. Vines trailed in and out of the railing, and spiders had made their webs underneath. It looks as though it should fall in the first storm, but it looks old to my eyes. Still, things weather more quickly with frequent rain, or so I have heard.

I nearly passed by, but I could not resist testing the staircase with my weight. Gently, carefully, I placed one foot on the stairs, and then another. It held, without even a creak. Feeling bolder, I went up another stair, and then another. Then I was walking up the spiral of the stairs, climbing clockwise towards the canopy. I counted the steps as I went, and was soon in the hundreds. When I had reached the two-hundred-and-seventeenth step, I stopped to rest. Souja jumped down from my pack, and looked at the stairs.

As high as we were, there were fewer vines, though there were more spiderwebs. I saw one brightly colored spider eating a dragonfly, hunter eating hunter1. Then a small green and yellow bird swooped down and swallowed the spider. Was this an omen? Or just a reminder that there were many hunters in these woods?

Once I was rested, I continued up the stairs, Souja following behind. She occasionally stopped to sniff the vines, or bat at near spiders, but she always caught up quickly when I got too far away. After another fifty steps, she climbed up my tattered robes, and rode the rest of the way on my shoulder.

After four hundred steps, we passed through the canopy. The stairway continued even higher. Now that the way was no longer curtained with trees and vines, the height was dizzying. I must confess, that I froze for several moments, while the forest spun below me. I clutched the metal railing, and my color went dark with fear. After several minutes, and Souja's puzzled growling, I reined my fear in, and continued upward. After another fifty feet, I reached a platform. On the platform was a weathered bronze bell. A metal inscription underneath it said "In case of Peril, ring bell."

After some thought, I decided to leave it alone. I am not in any extraordinary danger, so far as I am aware, and did not wish to find out what would happen if the bell was rung in vain. Still, I cannot imagine what sort of peril a bell might help with, nor why it need be capitalized.


Footnotes

1. I wish Aframos had been a proper naturalist. His descriptions are often a bit… lacking.
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With notes by Avos Torr, Scholar of Rheve Library

Tresday, 14th Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Ninth Day in the Trees

Today, I found a structure. I hesitate to call it a building. While it once had a roof, it does not look like any building I have ever seen. Rather than being box-like, or round, it was a shapeless mass covered in dirt1. If rotting logs were not exposed, I might have thought it was a hillock. My first clue was that what appeared at first to be bushes cresting the mound had leaves like those on one of the nearby trees. I realized quickly that it was a tree growing from much lower down than the top.

After going around it several times, I felt certain I had located a doorway. It was half-buried, and overgrown with bushes, but I managed to clear it out. I squeezed through the small opening and looked around. The sunshine streaking through a tree grown up in the structure showed a place that had been long abandoned. I could see pieces of wrought wood, but they were so weathered and broken that I could not tell if they had been part of a table, a chair, or any recognizable piece of furniture. The most intact item I found was a metal desk. It was badly rusted, and one leg had been twisted off and thrown to the side. The exposed metal of the rip gleamed brightly, with hardly any rust. Experimentally, I tried to pull off one of the other legs, but it proved too strong, even rusted as it was. Clearly, whatever pulled off the leg was stronger than I was.

Thinking I might spend the night in the place, I explored further, and soon exposed several smaller rooms. One held what may once have been a statue made of dark stone. It had been broken into many smaller pieces. The only identifiable part was an arm, small and with a strangely smooth, scaleless, furless hand, reaching out as though to touch me. I cannot say why, but I found myself afraid of the thing, and could not bring myself to touch it. Souja would not enter the room.

Another room held a hive of bees, which buzzed warningly at me, until I backed away. I had no mind to have them swarm me, and possibly sting my eyes or nostrils.

The final room I found was half-hidden behind the trunk of the tree. There had been a door once, I think, but it had been torn out of the walls. Clawmarks scarred the floors, and there were animal bones littering the floors. Some of them looked disturbingly fresh, with bits of meat still sticking to them. The toothmarks on them looked very deep2.

I am now in a camp several miles away, in a cave protecting Souja and myself on three sides. I have piled up thorny plants in the front of the cave, and I am keeping the fire built up high. I am reminded what the great hunter Telenar Sandtracker once told me. One does not need to be impossible for predators to catch, only harder than convenient. I hope this will discourage whatever was in that room.


Footnotes

1. It could have been a hobhole. It was probably for the best that it had been abandoned. Hobs are nasty little creatures, and their diets are even worse than their manners. Only their famously refined taste in music makes them at all tolerable.

2. Most likely the lair of a juvenile Margrawn. They prefer small, dark lairs until they've reached their adult height of fifteen feet. Once they're full-grown, they no longer worry about predators and sleep out in the open. Only demonkin are a threat to an adult Margrawn.
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With notes by Avos Torr, Scholar of Rheve Library

Marday, 15th Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Eleventh Day in the Trees

For the first time since entering the woods, I met another person. I think.

It was a small creature, only slightly larger than Rising-Whistle-Two-Clicks had been. It had a long, tubelike body, with six long, attenuated limbs ending in three "fingers." It moved as though it had no bones. It had two eyes, with large black pupils, and two dark spots above them that might have been another pair of eyes. Its mouth was just a slash across the oval head. It had no nose. I would have taken it for an animal, if it had not covered itself in old, graying rags1.

It was shambling forward on four of its limbs when I came across it. It stopped short when it noticed me, and raised itself up on two limbs, keeping four free.

We regarded each other for a moment, and then I said, "Hello."

It fell backwards, catching itself on its "arms," and then scrambled away as fast as it could, backwards and upside down. It was in the bushes in a trice, and I could hear it moving up the trees.

I wonder why it was so afraid of me? Perhaps it simply didn't understand me.

I also saw an interesting creature, if only for a moment. Souja and I were bending down to a stream to drink, when we saw a small furry shape leave the water momentarily. Its short fur was a dark brown, and it had short, stout limbs ending in webbed feet. Its tail was flat, and like a paddle. I might have supposed it was a relative of the otter, save that it had a beak instead of a snout! It was a broad, flat beak, like a waterbird's2. Before I could get a closer look at it, it suddenly dashed back into the water, and swam away before I could see anymore of it.

What a curious place this is.


Footnotes

1. I do believe this is a larval Sphyngid. The young ones tend to be very shy until they've metamorphosed into their adult form. Once they have the scaled wings and feathery antennae their species is famous for, they become much more daring. And attracted to bright lights, of course.

2. Almost certainly a Platypus (Ornithorhynchus anatinus), also called a duckbill or watermole.
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Skyday, 15th Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Twelfth Day in the Trees

Souja has made a complete recovery. When she is not riding in my pack, she is exploring everything around us and otherwise making a complete nuisance of herself. Occasionally, she cries out to be rescued from dangerous insects or suspicious leaves, but she is otherwise fearless. Today, in fact, she made her first kill.

I was still half asleep when I heard a small commotion in the corner of our campsite, near my pack. I wondered what had happened, when Souja marched up to me, something in her mouth. She proudly dropped her package at my feet, and I found that she had caught a rat1. It was much smaller than she, but I am still very happy for her. She is a hunter in her bones.

I found more evidence of people today. Where the path met a river, someone had constructed a wooden bridge. It was too narrow for me to use, and I had to wade across, but it was heartening to see that someone else used this path.

Souja rode on the top of my head, huddled under my hood. My head would have looked very strange had there been anyone there, seeming much larger than it really is.

We were soon across, and Souja jumped down and began to clean herself, as though the river or my hood had offended her, and she needed to wash them away.


Footnotes

1. And again Aframos misses a perfectly good opportunity to describe a valuable specimen. What I wouldn't give to know what sort of rat it was.
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Rokday, 15th Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Morning, Thirteenth Day in the Trees

Someone was in our campsite.

I have checked through all of my bags, and it's puzzling. Nothing has been taken, or even disturbed. I heard nothing all through the night. Neither Souja nor I have been harmed.

Indeed, I would not have known anyone had been here, except that they left behind a book, a string of glass beads, and a rattle.

They were piled on a rock by the remains of the fire. There were no tracks in the dirt that I could make out, and they would have had to walk very close to me to leave them there. It is very puzzling.

The beads are in alternating bands of red, blue, yellow and orange. There are thirty-six beads in total, and the string is just long enough to wrap around my wrist.

The rattle is made of a yellow clay, though I am not sure what is inside it. It is painted in pattern of green lines. Two brown feathers are tied to it by a leather thong. What its purpose might be, I cannot guess.

The book is old, and worn. I had hoped it might give some clue to our guest, but its contents were mostly impossible to read. Some lines are legible, but never enough to give more than a brief glimpse in the narrative.

It appears that a "wombat" features heavily, whatever that may be1. Other phrases I could read include "the stone egg, swallowed by the frog," "baking in fear," and "remember tunnel 17." By far the longest legible entry is a piece of doggerel.

"Hearken to the Shad-[Illegible]

Born of strange and darkling light.

In the midst of forests wild,

See the beasts, beware their fright."

There is also a picture that appears to be of two mice carrying something away from a… dragon?

I cannot glean anything from the book as yet. I will look at it further in the evening.

I cannot help but worry, though. If one creature, however benign, made it into our campsite without my knowing, what else might find its way in?


Footnotes

1. Wombats are mythical creatures, full of allegorical import. Terinon Sensible, based on the descriptions of the ancient scholar Heron the Elder, believes they were actually dwarves seen at great distance, while drunk.
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Rokday, 15th Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Evening, Thirteenth Day in the Trees

The weather cooled considerably today. It was not cold, but nor was it very warm. It changed very abruptly. And when it did, so too did the trees.

They are tall and twisted, like all trees I have seen in this place. But unlike all other trees I have seen, they do not have leaves. They have long green needles. Occasionally, I see what looks like a pineapple made from wood peeking out of a cluster of these needles. Their bark looks gray and leprous1.

We are camped in a copse by the path. Souja is sporting with small furry animals that run up and down the trees. They have grey fur and bushy tails2. So far, they have eluded her. Occasionally, one will scold her from a perch in the branches above.

I did see one larger animal today. It was something like the horses the Dijaro ride, but was more slender and gracile. Its fur was brown, lighter on its underside. It had two horns on its head, but the strangest horns I had ever seen. They split into many smaller points, like tree branches. I half expected to see leaves sprouting from it3. Unfortunately, before I could get a better look at it, the wind shifted, and it caught our scent. With a leap, it bounded away into the underbrush. I wish I could have seen more of it, for it truly was a beautiful animal.

After I made camp, I studied the book further. There are occasional words I can make out, but frustratingly little. What is any of it supposed to mean? Why was it left in our campsite? There must have been a reason. If it was simply rubbish being thrown away, then there are surely better ways to do so than sneaking into a stranger's camp like a thief.

Frustrated by the book, I examined the beads further. So far as I am able to tell, they are nothing more than a decoration. The rattle seems no different than a conlin's toy, save for the feathers tied to it. What makes them so important?

Perhaps I am simply reading too much into it. Perhaps it was someone's idea of a joke, or a strange sort of charity. I suppose with my robes in such disrepair, I must look like a beggar. Still, I find it unsettling that they were left without my knowledge.


Footnotes

1. Conifers. Possibly firs of some kind.

2. I suspect these are squirrels, a creature not too dissimilar from farlscree. Unlike the farlscree, squirrels do not sing, nor are they inclined to discuss the finer points of wind instruments.

3. Deer are fairly common in the Ravelwoods. There are more than sixty species catalogued, from the swamp-dwelling chameleon deer to the carnivorous blood deer. The specimen Aframos saw was a buck, but I cannot place the species.
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Byrday, 15th Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Fourteenth Day in the Trees

Snow. I have heard of it, of course, but I had never seen it before1. I hadn't been certain at first, when I saw the small drifts in the shadows of bushes and rocks, but when I touched it, it was cold as Firstnight, and turned to water in my hands.

I had noticed it had been getting colder as I walked, but I had not thought anything of it. But seeing snow, I realized that it must be much colder. How is this possible, when it was so hot only a cycle ago? I had not thought I had travelled so far.

I thought to keep going through, but soon the snow was getting ever deeper, even reaching into places where the sun fell2. When the path was no longer clear of it, I had to turn back. My robes are not enough to keep me warm. Until I can find a place to get something warmer, I will need to turn back. It will mean backtracking a cycle, but I have time.

It will mean chancing more encounters with the intruder, but it cannot be helped. Perhaps I will find something that will be of some help.

At least I know most of the dangers on the way, as well good places to camp. I should be able to make the return trip without incident.


Footnotes

1. Temperatures do occasionally reach freezing in the Baro, but the atmospheric conditions needed to make snow are extremely unlikely.

2. It's entirely possible that Aframos had reached the Wintered Lands by that point. If so, turning back was his best option. It's no place to go unprepared.





  
    81st Turn, Seventh Year, Fifteenth Cycle, Skalday



Previous Entry



Next Entry



From the Journal of Aframos Longjourney, Pilgrim

With notes by Avos Torr, Scholar of Rheve Library

Skalday, 15th Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Fifteenth Day in the Trees

I have gotten lost, somehow. The path must have branched at some point, and I took the wrong turning. I have gone back down the path, but I do not recognize where I am now. I am still among the trees with green needles, but these are giants, larger than any others I have seen so far. Their bark is red-brown, in contrast to the gray of the other needle trees I saw1. They are more than three times as thick as I am tall. They grow apart from each other, as though these giants did not want to crowd each other. Some trees grow in between, but not many. The light is dim, blocked by the massive branches above us. I have seen wind-broken branches that could crush a person as thin as paper.

With the branches so high above, and the great spaces between the trees, I feel as though as though I were an ant, crawling in some giant's home. There are fewer birds here, and often there is silence, as though the forest stands in prayer. Only Souja breaks the silence, crying to be fed.

I should go back, so I do not lose my way, but I worry about getting even more lost. I will continue onward for now. After all, I cannot go home until I complete my quest. If I manage to find what I am looking for, then I will worry about finding my way. For now, my ways is wherever the path takes me.

I found something interesting by the path. There was a cleared area, where few trees had grown. There were stones piled up in a wall around the clearing, and in the center, a stove. The stones were old and weathered, and the bricks of the stove were crumbling. The stove surrounded by bushes, like a very strange piece of statuary in a garden.

I soon realized that I was seeing a ruin, even older than the one I had seen before. There had been a house there once, and it had crumbled entirely. The wall and the stove were all that had stood up to time and the elements. Everything else had rotted away or been scattered. Soon, the wall would be gone, and so too would the stove. Already there were gaps in the wall where falling branches or other misfortunes had broken it.

Will I ever find a person I can speak to in these woods? Perhaps they have all left, or maybe they fell to disease.

No, that is ridiculous. Even if I ignore the strange creature I encountered, someone must maintain this path, as well as the bridge I crossed. And there was also the intruder. It was no animal that left us these strange "gifts." I simply have not yet encountered anyone who wishes to speak. In time, I will find the inhabitants of these woods, and I will speak with them.


Footnotes

1. I'm quite confident that this is the Ravelwoods subspecies of sequoia, among the largest trees known. They are second only to the Mimameid.
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Erevday, 15th Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Sixteenth Day in the Trees

Wish carefully, the sages say. You never know who is listening. I hoped yesterday to find someone to speak to. Today, I met Torne Patchjacket.

This morning, I was walking down the path, chanting to myself and Souja. We were still in the dim, open spaces beneath the giant trees, and I wished to show respect to any gods who might be there. It seemed the sort of place where gods would linger. While I was chanting a variation on the chant of greetings, I felt a tap between my shoulderblades.

I would like to say that Torne is a master of stealth, but the simple truth is that I was not paying attention. I turned around as quickly as I could, and got my first look at him.

My first impression was of an ape which had lost most of its fur1. However, his mouth is much smaller than an ape's, and he stands much more upright, with longer legs. His arms are short and thin, compared to an ape's. The top, sides, and back of his head are covered with a silky brown fur, but his face and hands are bald. I learned later that most of his body is likewise bald, with a few tufts here and there.

His clothing was a riot of colors. He was well-named, for his jacket seemed to be made entirely from patches of brightly colored cloth, so that there was no telling what the original color may have been. His pants were only slightly less torn and repaired. He had a cloth cap on his head that was so bedecked in ribbons his head seemed as large as mine, though he is only as high my waist.

He bowed to me, and removed his strange hat. "My dear lord Grumbley," he said to me in a peculiar sing-song, "Whatever is the matter? Troubled by a toothache, or is it your clothing in a tatter? It's a beautiful day in the woods, I'd say, so why should you darkly natter?"

I didn't understand his question. My spirits had been high, as I listened to the birds and smelled the flowers. That was why I had been chanting; to show my happiness to the world. I said as much to him.

"How curious," he said, "How strange." Thankfully, he spoke a bit more normally at this. "Heavens around us," he said. "I could have sworn you were a manticore with a toothache, a centipede with sore feet, the way you carried on."

It was then that I knew he was speaking of my chanting. I explained that no, it was a chant of joy, not of sorrow. He did not seem to believe me, but was polite about it. He then introduced himself as Torne Patchjacket2. He was a wandering "fule." I am not certain what this entails, but it seems to be something like a minstrel or a storyteller.

I was struck by how full of energy he was. He danced while standing still, and he occasionally slipped into his sing-song rhyme. I asked him to sing for me, and he obliged.

It was not terrible. It was not what I would call music, sloshing about like water, without the feel of sand in his voice like our singers have. Still, it was tolerable. His songs seemed to be about nothing in particular. I understood the words, for the most part, but I didn't understand what they were supposed to mean together.

He asked if he might join me. I could hardly refuse. I do not own the road, and I cannot tell any person where he can or cannot walk. Still, I could almost wish I had.

He sings constantly. Even while I am sitting by the fire, he plucks the strings of a small wooden instrument, and the words pour out of his mouth like froth, his voice giving them no weight. When he is not singing, he is asking me questions. About me, about my people. Or about a particularly nice flower by the path. He's asked me about nearly everything under the sun. I occasionally hint that it would be nice to have quiet for a moment, but he does not seem to have quite grasped the idea. I have never met anyone who spoke as much as this… this human. That is what he calls himself. A human. I have heard of them, of course, but I never realized they were so irritating. No, that is not fair. I do not know that other humans have been shaped by the same winds as Torne. He might be an aberration. I hope for the sake of those who live near other humans that this is so.

Still, he seems kind enough. He is a good shot with his leather sling, and he caught enough to feed Souja. I caught a wild pig, which he helped roast over the fire. If he would be quiet for more than five minutes at a time, he would not be a terrible travelling companion.


Footnotes

1. Why are humans found in so many diverse worlds, so removed from each other? There are a number of theories. The Bertram-Vicbroth Hypothesis suggests an early human civilization that learned to to span the multiverse. Icstrot Misplore believes that it's simply a case of convergent evolution. Personally, I think it's because they stick their fingers into everything and breed like rabbits, with all due respect to the good Lagomites of the East.

2. Rent Jagcoat was the name of a wandering jester encountered by Ezran Goodlaw about two hundred years before the time of Aframos's pilgrimage. I wonder if they might be related somehow.
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Eighteenth Day in the Trees

I am glad, today, that Torne was with us. I still find him somewhat irritating, but I cannot ignore the fact that I would have been much worse off without his advice.

We were walking down the road when it curved around a strange field of flowers. It made a half-circle around the field before entering the woods again on the other side.

The field was filled with flowers, all of one kind. The blossoms were yellow, with red markings on the petals. They were quite fetching, and the jewel-like hummingbirds flying from flower to flower completed a scene of innocence. Occasionally, the hummingbirds would alight on white rocks that were scattered among the flowers.

It was my intention to walk through the field to the other side. I thought that it would be pleasant to walk through the flowers and smell their perfume. However, as I was about to step off the path, Torne shouted a warning.

I stood there, one foot raised, keeping perfectly still, unsure what he warning me of. I wondered if there might be a snake, or perhaps a small wyvern near my feet that I could not see.

Torne told me to step back, and I did so, still wondering what was wrong. I did not see nor hear nor smell anything that seemed to represent danger.

He took a stick, and lightly brushed one of the flowers. He pulled it back, and I saw several black specks on its length. Looking more closely, I realized that they were ants. They were normal sized, as ants go, though they had strangely large jaws. They had bitten into the stick, and were curled so that their stingers were pressed into the wood. There were only a dozen on the stick, though, and I wondered why they were so dangerous. Then I glanced back at the plant Torne had brushed, and it was covered in the insects! They moved all along its length, and a few were even venturing onto the path, making Torne step back1. I did the same.

"'Round little cousins of the bee, mark your footsteps carefully," Torne said. "They would strip your carcass bare to fertilize those flowers there. Nothing left except your bones, used by birds as stepping stones."

I realized that what I had taken for white rocks were in fact the bones of other animals that had made the same mistake I had. If Torne had not warned me, I

Well, I suspect I would have been all right. I have a very tough hide, and it would not have taken more than a few bites before I would have realized what happened. It still would have been very unpleasant, and I am glad that he was there.

We passed the field over after that. I wish that I had dared to pluck a blossom from the field. Those flowers were so very pretty.


Footnotes

1. An ant garden. Gardener ants (Pseudomyrma topiaria) have a symbiotic relationship with the swarming lily (Lilius Nothus). When an ant colony moves into a field, they bring with them seeds of the lily. They plant several lilies, and begin cutting down other plants nearby. Other ants go afield and simply collect seeds which the colony feeds on while the lilies grow. This goes on until the lilies have taken over the entire field. Once the lilies are well-established, they begin producing a special nectar for the ants, which makes up the bulk of their diet from then on. The lilies also provide shade and protection from predators. Hummingbirds are the only creatures capable of feeding from the flowers, hovering and moving too quickly for the ants to swarm. Ternoce Natler, who first described and named the two species, described them thus: "A more perfect example of mutualism I have never seen. Nor any species so dedicated to the protection of another. I hope they go extinct." He was never one for proper scientific detachment, was Ternoce.
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Nineteenth Day in the Trees

We found a stream today, and Torne and I both bathed, while Souja batted at the water. It was a clear, swiftly-flowing stream, but the water was not too cold.

Torne tested the water with a stick before setting foot in it. I would find his caution amusing if it hadn't been for the flowers yesterday. But once he was certain it was safe, he stripped and was soon splashing around, as full of his energy as ever. In high spirits, we began to splash each other. Our game was evenly matched. My tail allowed me to move more water, but he presented a much smaller target.

While we dried, I asked him about the wrappings he wore around his wrists and ankles, even while he was bathing. They looked like bandages, but there was no blood apparent through them. It seemed strange to me that a calamity would strike both wrists and both ankles simultaneously.

His smile didn't change, but there was a hard edge to his eyes I hadn't seen before. He told me it was a nothing, and that I shouldn't concern myself with it. He then made a show of dancing with a passing butterfly. I let the subject go. If it is painful for him to speak of, I will not press him.

I saw another of those strange, graceful horselike creatures1. Torne said that they were good to eat, but I don't know that I could bring myself to eat one, even if I could catch one. They are too beautiful. Of course, I say this with a full belly, and plentiful game around. I cannot say what I would do if I were truly hungry.

I suppose I will look at the book again before going to bed.

I have just looked at the book, and I cannot believe what I am seeing. It has changed since the last time I looked at it. Parts are visible that I could not make out before. I've made out references to a revolt in some country I have never heard of. It seems to be from one of the rebels' point of view. References are made to irreconcilable grievances, unbearable hardships, and tyrannical leadership. From what I can glean, the rebellion was unsuccessful, and the losers were ultimately banished to another, harsher land, where they made a more egalitarian home. I can even make out a signature in this section. I wonder who this "—2" was, and where the country of Paradys is. Was their rebellion worth its loss?


Footnotes

1. And once again, he sees an animal and does not describe it anything like well enough. It's enough to make a scholar put down his inkpot.

2. Manuscript is illegible on this spot.
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Twenty-First Day in the Trees

Souja saved us today.

We had been walking along the path, when we saw something glinting in the bushes. We started to look more closely when Souja jumped out of my hood, where she had been sleeping. She stared at the bushes and let out a low growling.

Torne and I both stopped, wondering what was the matter. Finally, Torne took a rock and tossed it into the bushes. There was a snap, and something thrashed around for several seconds. I got a glimpse of large eyes and a very large mouth, before the bushes were still again1.

Torne had no idea what it was, only that it would be a bad idea to investigate more closely. We stayed more towards the middle of the path the rest of the day.

This evening, we both praised Souja mightily, and she basked under the attention, butting her head against us so that we would scratch her lightly behind her ears.

I am glad that she is doing so well. She is is growing quickly, and will soon be too big to sleep in my hood while I walk. She caught another rat2 this evening, and I believe soon she will be moving on to larger prey.

However, Torne is somewhat less happy to see her hunting instincts developing so well. While he was petting her, she rolled onto her back and bit down through the wrapping on his wrist. He yelped, and pulled his hand away quickly, suffering scratches where her claws had been hooked into his arm.

He was only slightly annoyed, though. He knew she did not mean any harm. However, in the future, I suspect that he will be more careful when petting her.


Footnotes

1. I've never heard of such a creature. Clearly an ambush predator of some sort. I wonder if the lure is a natural part of the creature's body, or if it was a tool-user. It could have been nearly anything, I suppose.

2. And again, he didn't describe what could very well be a very significant rat. I despair.
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Byrday, Sixteenth Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Twenty-Second Day in the Trees

It is quite warm again. And tonight, we saw a most amazing thing.

It had begun to rain this evening, and we were seeking shelter from the storm. We had gone a ways off of the path when we saw an open field ahead of us. And standing just in front of us, at the edge of it, was a woman.

She resembled Torne somewhat, except that she had odd growths on her chest, and her features were finer. She was built more lightly than he, and was shorter by half the height of his head. This seemed strange to me, that a female should be shorter than the male1. But Torne says that females of his species are like that, so who am I to say otherwise?

Torne walked up to her, and asked her what she was looking for, and whether she was lost. She glared at him, and told him to be quiet. He began to say something more, to no surprise of mine, and she struck him on his head.

It wasn't a hard blow, and any force would have been cushioned by his hat, but it still made him quiet. I wondered if it would work for me, or if she had some special ability.

"Watch," she said, hissing the words. "He's coming, just watch."

I wondered who was coming, and whether it was worth waiting in this rain, when there was a flash, and thunder split the air.

Then the dancer walked out of the trees on the other side of the field, and my heart was still.

He was human in shape, like Torne, but more than three times my height. Black, bushy hair crowned his head, and more hair covered much of his face. There was something wild in his eyes. He walked with an easy grace that no creature that large should be capable of.

The rain streamed down his body, wetting his hair, and making him seem even more wild. He looked around the field, though never quite at us. And then he began to dance.

The storm came alive as he did. The rain began to beat a rhythm against the ground, and the wind started to sing. He stomped his feet, and lightning fell from the sky. He clapped his hands, and there was thunder. He spun, leapt, and moved as gracefully as a spider, as wild as a wyvern. The wind wrapped around him like a blanket, and the rain kept the measure. He danced to the storm, or the storm to him, I was not sure. And always his eyes would flash like the lightning, dark and powerful.

Watching him, I felt frightened, joyful, angry and sad all at once. I wanted to join him, to share his joy in the dance, in the terrible beauty of the storm. I was afraid of him, as I was of the storm, though I have never feared the weather since I was a very young conlin. I hated him because he was graceful as I never could be. I was sad, because I knew this would end.

We watched in silence as his dance continued. The rain was falling on us, even as it fell on him, but I did not know anything but the dance.

It was hours before he stopped. It was only a few minutes. I do not know which. It felt like both.

Finally, he slowed his steps, and the storm let go of its fury. The wind died down, and he moved with his impossible grace into the trees.

I could not bear to watch him go, so I looked down to the woman. Her eyes, I realized, were mirrors of the dancer's. Dark, wild, and a bit mad. I knew when he disappeared because her face grew weary then.

"I will dance with him," she muttered, as though we were not there. "Next time, I will dance with him." She looked back at us. She didn't say anything to us, and we didn't ask anything of her. I looked at her eyes again, and I realized that they held nothing of herself. There was only room for him in her eyes.

We left her there, at the edge of the field, lost in her longing. I thought to help her, for a moment, but I knew there was little I could do for her. She needed something no one could give. Perhaps not even the dancer.

I feel a sadness inside. I will never see that dancer again, I know. I do not know how, but I know that I will pass this way again. I am glad too, because I do not know whether I could watch a second time, and still be entirely my own.


Footnotes

1. Baro females are, of course, much larger than the males.
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Skalday, Sixteenth Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Twenty-third Day in the Trees

The rain continued today, so we decided to stay in this cave for a little longer. I have time, if nothing else, and Torne says that he has no destination waiting.

Having nothing else to do, and wanting some peace from Torne's chatter, I decided to explore the cave. We had only checked to make sure it wasn't occupied last night, and not gone too far in.

I found paintings along the back wall. I have heard of such. Our people used to paint on the ancient stones in the eastern desert, before we learned of writing. I once went there as a child, and learned the old histories. But these were different. Where our ancestors drew pictures in lines, to tell a story, these pictures were all around the wall, with no order, no sense to them.

The central image showed a figure walking. It appeared to be like a fox or a jackal, but stood on two legs. It carried something, though whether it was a spear, a walking stick, or something else, I could not tell. It was walking towards a large circle, which was decorated with intricate designs.

There were other pictures, with figures like the first. Some walked, some ran, some stood still. There were other objects in the pictures. Mountains, trees, and rivers. Some appeared to be pictures of made-things, like houses and wheeled boxes that I suspect were carts. There was picture that showed a strange structure, made of ever-smaller rectangles piled on one another. There were very small figures drawn on it, so I knew it was depicting something very large.

In a dusty corner, I saw a picture that was different from the rest. For one thing, it was a picture of clockwork, hundreds of interlocking gears and springs. For another, where the other pictures were very stylized, almost crude, this was so detailed that I had to touch it to confirm that it was painted on, and not actual clockwork set into the walls. Admittedly, I can see no purpose to having clockwork in a cave wall, but nor can I see any purpose to painting the image of clockwork. I suspect that this picture was left by a different artist than the rest. For one thing, it seems much less worn. I wonder what the artist left it for?

Soon, I had enough of looking at the pictures. I told Torne they were there, and so had a few more minutes of quiet while he looked for himself. Then he returned, and we spoke of what they might be. Torne is of the opinion that the pictures of the figures told a story, though he could not make out what it was either. He is certain that there must be a pattern to it that we are both missing. "The pictures are a story, and who knows what they tell? A tale of long-lost glory, or of falling into hell?" Perhaps, but we are unlikely to find the key by staring at them.
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Twenty-Fourth Day in the Trees

We had a very eventful day today.

We woke up to find that the rain had stopped. We made breakfast, and I decided to have another look at the pictures in the back.

I was looking at the gear picture again, and noticed that in the center, much smaller than the gears surrounding it, was what looked like a picture of a button. I wondered if perhaps this was actually a picture of a device. I imagined seeing all of those gears turning, all activated by the press of a button. I tried to imagine what a machine with so many parts might do (other than stop working, as clockwork tends to do with distressing regularity, unless you take special pains to keep out sand). I touched the painting again, this time brushing my thumb-claw against the button.

The gears began to turn.

Do not misunderstand me. The gears were not real. They were simply painted on the stone. But they still turned. I could see the grain of the stone beneath them, seeming to crawl underneath the paint, but the gears turned. I cried out, and Torne came up quickly, as did Souja. We stared at the turning gears, and I wondered what was to happen next.

The cave became lighter, so that my little lamp became of no consequence. There was no source for the light, but it seemed as bright as though the sun were shining through the ceiling. Near, the pictures began to move.

In the central image, the figure walked to the circle, which likewise seemed to move to the figure. It floated in the air, and then landed in front of it. It entered it, and then it flew off again. Another scene came to replace that one, and it showed the figure leaving the giant circle. It walked again, until it was standing on a hill above many other figures. It seemed to be speaking. It gestured to the sky.

Soon, we saw the figures building, making buildings, farming. The things they made changed over time, two-wheeled carts becoming four-wheeled. Buildings became taller, stronger. They made what Torne called pyramids. They soon had large animals they used to plow the field. Then we saw them learning magic. We saw figures turn from one creature to another. Objects floated, and then cities flew. A map appeared, and we saw a blue spread over it, like a stain. It seemed that this was where their empire had been, though I could not name the area the map was of. They made palaces in their floating cities, and lived like rich men.

Then circle returned. It landed on one of the flying cities, and again a figure went inside. This time, it emerged with a book. The circle flew away, and the figure brought the book to others, where they opened it. They did something with the book, figures standing all around it. I could not tell what they were doing. The next scene showed the great cities falling1. Only a few survived. They were tied to half-circles that helped them move downward slowly.

From here, there was only one figure shown. It walked, and the sun and the moon sped overhead, passing hundreds of times in moments. It kept going until it was in a forest, and then it found a cave. It went inside, and began to paint.

The story ended there. We stared at the pictures for a time, and then we left, Torne and I both wondering what the story meant, and how the painter had created such a strange mural.

We crossed another river mid-morning, on another of those mysterious bridges. This was made of stone, and could easily support my weight. There was something reassuring about crossing the bridge, as though it were some protection against mysterious pictures and beguiling dancers. It was irrational, but I felt almost safe for having crossed the river.

Late in the afternoon, we saw another strange thing, though I think Torne was more affected than I.

We were sitting on a convenient log when we heard something moving through the bushes towards us. We both stood, and Torne pulled out his knife. We were ready for anything, I had supposed.

We were not ready for a giant hand to walk cautiously out of the bushes.

It was as tall as Torne, with a long tail of green hair streaming from its "wrist." It appeared to be exactly like one of Torne's hands, save that it was a slightly darker color, and had no fingernails2. Nor an arm attached to it, for that matter. There was a tiny red eye in the fleshy area between "thumb" and "forefinger." I realized that it was not truly a hand, but rather an animal that looked like one. It moved toward the path, then turned and stared at us. It then continued across the trail, and disappeared into the bushes on the other side.

Is the entire world outside the Baro like this?


Footnotes

1. This is very exciting. It appears to be a record of the Teiral Fall, when the floating cities of Marjai lost their magic, and crashed to the ground. However, no record I've ever come across has ever mentioned anything like the floating circles Aframos describes.

2. Mim's Digited Cephalopod (Manus mimsii). These curious creatures, distantly related to Squid, Cuttlefish, and Kthalir, have five finger-like tentacles. They eat nuts, and are mostly harmless, except during the breeding season.
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Chroday, Sixteenth Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Twenty-Sixth Day in the Trees

Today, we found a body.

I needed to relieve myself, and so had taken myself off the path for a moment. While I was doing so, I saw something trailing from behind a nearby tree. It was an arm.

I finished what I was doing and called to Torne. We rounded the tree, and we saw the arm's owner had died.

He had not been dead for too long, perhaps less than a day. The scavengers hadn't yet touched the body. He had been taller than Torne, but shorter than me, and covered with thick, brown, ropy hair. The face was like that of a horse. And he had been a slave.

The chains were still attached to his wrists and ankles1. His clothing was more ragged than my own. He was dirty, filthy, and probably had been starving. He had nothing but a rusted knife.

There were no wounds on his body. Torne is fairly sure he died from starvation or exposure. He was very thin. Yet on the tree he was leaning against, he had taken the time to carve a single word.

Free.

"Get those chains off his wrists, for pity's sake," Torne said. I looked at his face, and he looked more serious than I had seen him before. There was no joke on his lips, nor laughter in his eyes. His voice was strained, as though he had trouble getting the words out.

I did as he asked, using the tools my first-father gave me. Torne threw the chains as far away as he could, as though they were cursed. Then we buried the poor soul at the base of the tree, letting it serve as his headstone.

We do not keep slaves, the Baro. Nor do any of our neighbors. But we know about slavery. The caravans come through, and sometimes they bring slaves from one part of the world to another. Sometimes we will buy one or two, and let them free to return home. But they are so many, and it seems impossible that they should all be free one day. But we hope.

I am sad for the one we buried. But he was free, for a time. Let that be his epitaph. Free.

Whoever you were, stranger, water on your journey, and stars to guide your steps.


Footnotes

1. Sadly, few slaves manage to escape from the Trading Company.
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Marday, Seventeenth Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Twenty-Seventh Day in the Trees

We were visited again last night.

This time, they left three robes, sized to my frame. They are in light shades of blue, like my stripes, and made of something like silk. However, it is much, much tougher than silk.

My old robe was gone. This is perhaps the most disconcerting thing of all, for I had been wearing it while I slept. Once again, I did not wake until morning. Nor did Torne. I am certain now that we are dealing with magic.

They also left another string of beads. These are yellow and green, and on a much shorter string. They are just the right length to wrap around Torne's wrist, which I do not think was a coincidence.

Torne is not too worried. "If they had wanted us dead," he explained, "a dagger would suffice. They left gifts, you said, and in time will name their price. Don't be in such a hurry to have yourself a worry, you know tomorrow's pain can wait. If hostile ferocity's behind this generocity, it will come another date."

I suppose that he is right. If there is a danger behind it, there's little I can do now. Worrying will not help.

I will still have difficulty sleeping tonight.

Our travel today was uneventful. I saw a bird with the head of a lizard. Or perhaps it was a two-legged lizard with feathers. It appeared to have wings, but did not fly. It did manage a short glide from a high tree branch, landing on the path ahead of us, clutching a large dragonfly in its mouth. It did not run when I approached, though it did look up curiously. Its feathers were a deep green, with red scales running along its belly, and on its head. I saw that its wings had three small fingers about halfway along their length, which it used to hold the dragonfly while it ate1. After we had passed it, I looked back in time to watch it climbing a tree near the path, evidently to catch more dragonflies.

When evening came, we made camp at the base of a hill. The side of the hill is steep, and we piled thornbushes around our camp. It will be much more difficult for someone to sneak into our camp tonight.


Footnotes

1. Some sort of bird-lizard hybrid. There are many such in the Ravelwoods, ranging from cockatrices to archaeopteryxes. I believe we can rule those out, however, based on the size and lack of petrification.
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Twenty-Eighth Day in the Trees

We are lucky to be alive.

We were walking through a rather sparse area of forest. There wasn't a great deal of underbrush, and the trees weren't very close together. They were all of the same kind, which Torne called oaks. Among the few plants beneath them were blue, downward-hanging flowers I did notice that there were a lot of old stumps, many of which had younger trees sprouting from them. I did not give much thought to them, however. There was more sunlight, and we were in high spirits.

Then I noticed that there were no birds singing. I cannot say exactly when they stopped, but there was no noise around us save the wind moving through the leaves above us. There were no insects around us, no mosquitoes buzzing in the air. Our voices seemed unnaturally loud.

The silence weighed down like lead on our tongues, and we did not talk. Torne glanced nervously this way and that. Souja huddled close to my ankles. We were all on edge.

The rustling among the leaves picked up. I began to glance around as well. I wondered what had driven all else to silence. What had they been so afraid of?

Then the wind died. The rustling did not. Belatedly, I stared up into the leaves, and we saw gnarled, hairless faces, like Torne's but greatly twisted. Their eyes were dark and full of hate1. The branches moved around them, and then the barrage began.

Sticks, leaves, and other debris rained down on us. At first it was nothing, but as the branches moved faster and harder, it became worse. Soon, branches were breaking off and falling at us. One hit Torne in the back, and he nearly fell over. I picked up Souja, and we ran as fast as we could. The creaking, cracking sound of moving trees was all around us. I saw one pull its roots from the ground, and it seemed to walk on them towards us before it fell. The little faces in the trees scowled, and I heard their harsh, high-pitched voices screaming at us.

Torne tripped as a root ripped through the surface of the path, and he fell behind me. I turned, and picked him up with my free hand, setting him on his feet ahead of me.

We did not stop until we could no longer hear the trees moving or see an oak. We caught our breath, waiting in the very center of the path. To my amazement, Torne began to laugh.

When I asked why, he said that he was glad. I did not understand why. We had only barely escaped dying. He said that was it. He was happy to be alive.

I stared at him for a moment, and then I began to laugh as well. It was good to be alive. Since beginning this quest, I had begun to lose sight of that.

We are truly lucky.


Footnotes

1. These were plainly Oakmen. Most likely, they wandered through a thrice-cut grove of oak trees. The bluebells are also a warning sign to the more experienced Ravelwoods traveler.
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Byrday, Seventeenth Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Thirtieth Day in the Trees

While we were walking today, Torne asked about the Baro. I told him about us. I told him about how we travel through the Desert, going from oasis to oasis. I told him about our neighbors, in Narlifron, on the Trescu. He asked the name of the Desert, and I told him it was the Baro. He asked if the desert was named for us. I told him no. He then asked if we were named for the desert.

My first-father was right. Outsiders never understand.

We found an odd tree this evening, odder even than the needle trees. It grew upside down.

The crown of the tree was suspended over our heads, pointing downwards1. The leafy canopy was caged in by massive roots which grew from the top, going up, and then curving until they pointed downwards, like great columns. Branches show out from between the roots, making it easy for Torne to climb up to the top.

I warned him not to, for it was very high, but he would not heed me, and soon had removed his boots and was climbing as though he were a monkey. I watched, worried that he might fall and break his neck, but he was surefooted and kept his grip on the branches.

He reported that there was a great nest of some sort in the roots. There were eggs in it as large as his head, though he saw nothing warming them2. After watching the skies around him, he snuck close, and retrieved a feather. It was as long as his arm, and red-gold in color. He secreted it away, claiming it for a project of his. He will not tell me the details of it. He is a very strange man.

We made camp under the tree. The roots make it easily defended against predators. Once the dead leaves and other debris were cleared away from the fire, it was almost ideal.

One day, the trees try to kill us. Today, one shelters us. I cannot make up my mind if I like this forest or if it terrifies me.


Footnotes

1. I am not personally aware of any tree which habitually grows upside down. It's possible it began as an ordinary elm or poplar, and was altered by a lost tribe of horticulturalists.

2. A Great Eagle's nest, I suspect. These large raptors customarily hunt deer and boar, but have developed a taste for explorers.
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Skalday, Seventeenth Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Thirty-First Day in the Trees

Today, there is once again little underbrush around us. However, there is a very thick layer of leaves and other debris on the ground. I occasionally see many-legged creatures crawling from beneath the litter.

It is very warm and the air is heavy with moisture. The reassuring sound of birds and animals comes down to us from the canopy, far above. There are flowers blooming all around us, and our noses fill with their perfume with every breath.

As we walked through this "jungle," as Torne calls it, we encountered what I think is an animal. Like many things in this forest, it is very strange.

We were walking down the path when we heard breathing off of the path. It sounded as though it were something very large, and we considered what to do.

On the one hand, if it were dangerous, it would be foolish to get too close to it. On the other hand, we needed to continue on the path. We thought of going off of the path on the other side, but there were many thornbushes on that side of the path, and it would have been difficult going. We decided to cautiously look at the creature that breathed so loudly.

It was large and red. That was the most one could say of it. It was just slightly taller than I, but much, much wider, being shaped like a dome, but covered in red fur. There were no eyes that we could see, nor ears, nor even a mouth. But it moved, getting slightly larger and then smaller as it breathed1.

We stared at it for a moment. I considered touching it, but wondered if that would disturb the creature, and what it might do if disturbed.

Torne agreed. "An animal, I believe, though looks can deceive, but something about it troubles me. It plain cannot move, not on foot nor on hoof, but nothing has eaten this bubble, see?"

We kept well back, and I held Souja safe, though she seemed quite interested in the creature. It was all too strange. Why hadn't anything tried to eat such easy prey? For that matter, what did the creature eat? Where was its mouth?

We left it there, breathing steadily. We did not want to learn first-hand how the creature feeds.

We made camp by a large statue. It had the body of a fat human, but with too many arms, and the head of a rat2. It was sitting on a block carved to look like what Torne calls an elephant. I've heard of elephants, but had never seen what one looked like. I assume that they are somewhat less rectangular than the statue. Allowing for that, they are interesting creatures, with an arm where their nose should be, and long teeth sprouding from their jaws. Our cousins, the Desder, sometimes ride them into battle. The idea of riding another creature seems strange, but apparently the elephants are fairly big.


Footnotes

1. That sounds like a land sponge. Though bearing no true relation to the sponges of the oceans, these animals never leave the place where they take root, their bodies gradually atrophying until they are little more than stomachs with mouths and tentacles. They catch their prey with venomous spines hidden in their brightly colored hairs. However, the largest known species of land sponge is five inches across, making this identification somewhat tricky.

2. A statue of the god H'Senag, worshipped during the Nurese Period by the Wandering Territs. Master stonemasons, they left statues of their rat-headed god everywhere.
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Erevday, Seventeenth Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Thirty-Second Day in the Trees

We had an uneventful day today. We did come across some unusual tracks. They were of the hooves of a goat and the pads of a dog. At first, we believed them to be from two separate animals, but they followed each other so closely, we gradually realized that they were from the same animal, being the front and hind legs respectively1. They were very fresh, but they left the path before we could see the animal that made them.

I looked through the book today. I looked on every page, but none of what I had been able to read before was legible. Not the wombats, not the rebellion, not even the picture of the two mice. There was, in fact, only one entry even slightly legible. It appeared that the book had decided it was a book of recipes today, though very strange recipes.

It seemed to be a recipe for the cooking of names. It might be that the author meant some other sort of food that is simply called a name, but I am not sure. The other ingredients are equally unusual, including with beans and onions the laughter of stones, the smile of a gorgon and the heart of a matter. The instructions call for a cauldron made of wishes and a fire fueled by envy. The ingredients are supposed to boil until freezing. The recipe serves seven.

We are either dealing with very dark magic or a very strange mind.


Footnotes

1. Very possibly a specimen of Riddlen's Lesser Chimera, a creature that combines the more salient features of a dog, a goat, and a newt. Less well-known than their larger cousins, as they are rarely able to terrorize so much as a single farmstead, let alone entire kingdoms.
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Tresday, Seventeenth Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Thirty-Third Day in the Trees

We met another person today. After two cycles of Torne's chatter, it was good to hear another voice1.

It was midafternoon, and we had stopped for something to eat. It had rained at the time we would have taken our lunch, so we were quite hungry.

I had started a small fire with which to brew some tea, and Torne was making "sandwiches," which are meat placed between pieces of bread. Souja was looking down the road, and she presently made a rather insistant sound.

Torne looked down the road, and said something in another language. I suspect it was a curse. I turned, and saw a stranger walking towards us.

At first, I thought it was a bush walking toward us, but realized that it was someone colored to look like one.

She had a face like a bear's, once she got close enough for me to see, and her hands ended in long claws. Her fur, as I have mentioned, was colored in greens, with a bit of brown or black here and there. The roots were brown. In size, she was between Torne's height and my own.

"My name is Turla," she said, when we asked her. We both moved on the logs we were using as benches. She sat next to Torne, after a moment's thought. It was just as well. The log I was sitting on was very thick around, and I was barely tall enough to sit on it comfortably.

She told us she was a hunter. Over her shoulder she carried a bow, and she had a pack tied around her waist, colored the same as her fur. She had some honey, which Torne spread over toast to go with our sandwiches and tea. We told her who we were, and I told her of my task. She had no advice, but she found it interesting.

She was on a task as well. She was hunting a monster that had killed her husband. It was a wolf, she explained. A talking wolf, and a killer of its own kind as well. The talking wolves had white fur, but this one had turned black2. I asked her about that, if it had dyed its fur, as she had dyed her own, but she shook her head. The wolf had turned black, even its eyes. She did not know why, or how. She had been tracking it for weeks, hoping to catch it before its own kind, so that she would be able to kill it.

Her eyes were almost closed when she said that, and her voice was tight. She held the metal cup she'd brought with her tightly.

Torne changed the subject then, asking what she thought of the weather, or the trees around us, and other small things. Or perhaps not so small. Torne paid close attention to her answers. I sometimes wonder how much of Torne is an act. He is practical enough when he wishes to be. Perhaps the better question is what he hides behind this mask.

After we finished eating, we said our goodbyes, and she took her leave. I hope that she finds justice for her husband, and eventually peace.


Footnotes

1. Not all humans natter incessantly. Just most of them.

2. A Winter Wolf, from the sound of it. I have never heard of one changing color, but they do have their own peculiar magics.
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Chroday, Seventeenth Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Thirty-Fourth Day in the Trees

Torne thinks we were attacked today. I am less sure.

We were walking between tall needle-trees, and it had been three hours past noon. Torne was skipping around me, nattering away as usual. I ignored him as best he could; he did not seem to notice I gave no answer.

Then there was a crashing among the branches above us, and a furry creature with a broad, strong body landed in front of us. It was nearly as long as I am tall, and was possessed of long teeth and all-too-prominant claws. It was a bit like a jackal in its face, but its body was more like a cat's. Its tail was long and bushy1.

It moved towards us, making no sound, but keeping its body low to the ground as it moved, ready to jump. The hair along its back rose like the sail on a lazy sun dragon.

Souja crawled up on top of my shoulder and hissed at the creature. Torne and I raised our hands to defend ourselves, and then the creature stopped, staring at us. It moved forward a bit, looking from Torne's hands to my own. Then it backed away, not turning around until it was well out of reach. It jumped, then, climbing up one of the enormous, twisting trees, and we soon heard it moving away through the treetops.

Torne believes it was hunting us, and had been about to pounce, when it seemed to see something about us it didn't like. Perhaps when we raised our hands, he thinks, we may have seemed more formidible.

I do not know. With that thick body and its ability to climb, it seems that it would have been better served by attacking us directly, rather than jumping near, and giving us time to react. A sporting hunter is a hungry hunter. Was it simply curious, perhaps?

Torne was nervous about meeting another, and because of this, it was long before we found a campsite. We ended up camping on the top of a hill. Though it was already dark, he took the time to put brambles around it, searching around and piling them up. He had stripped to the waist to do it, and is sorely scratched for his troubles. Still, he means well, and he has been right several times already. More caution will not harm us.

I notice he's wearing the beads around his wrist. I would comment on it, but I now see that I am wearing mine as well. Strange. I don't remember putting them on.


Footnotes

1. Surely a Viamal (Pseudogulo viamus), an animal related to the mustelid species. For a time, they were thought to be a large, arboreal species of wolverine (Gulo gulo).
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Skalday, Eighteenth Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Thirty-Ninth Day in the Trees

Four days we have been travelling in this swamp. This is the first day that we have found a place dry enough that I dared open the journal to write.

Never have I seen so much water! There is very little ground, only small islands. Those islands have grown fewer and fewer as we walk further through.

We are walking on a wooden path now, since the land has been swallowed by this water. At first, there was only a bridge here, and another there, where water collected at one place or another. Then there was more water, and the bridges became more numerous. Then the path was a series of bridges, punctuated by little spots of land, peeking above the water. Now the path is tied to the trees, for there is no longer enough land to support it.

The trees are as large as any others I have seen, save the red giants. Not in height, for they do not rise that high above us, but in breadth. Some grow through the water, like giant reeds, while others float on rafts made from their roots and other debris. The water is deep. I am not certain how deep, for it is muddy, but I have seen large animals moving below us, appearing as shadows in the water.

There are insects everywhere. They range from small midges barely visible to dragonflies as long as my forearm. Souja sometimes jumps at them as they pass by. Once, she frightened me by nearly falling over the side. I rushed to rescue her, but she regained her balance.

Even the water is strange, for it grows deeper and shallower as the day progresses1. Twice a day, it changes its depth. It never reaches the path, but sometimes it is close enough that I can reach it with my tail. Other times, I would have to hang by my feet from the edge of the path to reach the water below us. It is very unnerving to me. Torne thinks it is normal, but what if it does not stop rising one morning? What if it continues rising until we are covered?

What if one of those shadows comes along then?

I never thought that water could be frightening.


Footnotes

1. I read through this part, and I remain amazed. If I understand correctly, this means that Aframos traveled through the legendary Swampsea, a place that has eluded explorers for centuries!
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Erevday, Eighteenth Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Fortieth Day in the Trees

I had not expected to find anyone living in this terrible swamp, but today we have found an entire town.

The town is called Pella Veypal1, and it has over five hundred inhabitants. The ones who live here are well suited to their home. They are scaled, as I am, but they look much more like fish, with fins along their sides and back, and webbed hands and feet. They walk upright, but seem much more comfortable in the water. Despite this, they built a number of structures that, like the path, hang from the trees.

These buildings are comfortable enough. There is an inn, two other places for meals, and a place for trading. There are also two buildings belonging to a family of creatures unlike the other inhabitants, being furred rather than scaled.

The majority of the town, however, is below. At least, that is what they have told us, and I see no reason to doubt their word. They swim from one part of the town to the other. They prefer to live in their homes below, but take their meals on the surface, preferring their food cooked. They grow some sort of foods below, plants and "molluscs." These are strange foods, but they do not taste poorly.

They say that they can take others down below as well, using metal spheres, to buildings where they have trapped bubbles of air. Torne wishes to see this, but I am nervous. To have so much water below us is bad enough. To have it surrounding us from all sides? Still, I am curious. I wish to know what sort of buildings they have, and they have promised that many surfacers (their term for those who live above the water) have made the descent and that all have returned to breath air again. I must trust them that I will survive it.

We are paying for all of this with Torne's stories and my metal work. I am not a smith, but my first-father taught me enough to be a decent feirbok2. The people of this village have kept us both very busy. Torne tells them of things that have happened far away. He is telling them now of a war between two nations, started by, of all things, an animal. Apparently one of these nations had a very special animal called a "bull." The other nation wanted this creature, and they fought over it. It ended in the death of a powerful hero, who in the end fought while tied to a boulder until he finally expired.

Outsiders are so very strange.


Footnotes

1. There have always been stories of a town or city in the Swampsea, but this is the first I have heard in connection to Pella Veypal, one of the ten towns listed in the Ravelwoods Covenant. This would indeed confirm that the Swampsea is part of the woods, and not a connected world.

2. Feirbok is roughly equivalent to tinker, or farrier. The word is actually Trescian, referring to the itinerant metalworkers who travel from place to place in search of work. Naturally, the nomadic Baro feel a certain kinship to them, moreso than with the usual Trescians they encounter in Narlifron.
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Tresday, Eighteenth Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Forty-First Day in the Trees

We have made the descent, and I am glad that we did.

This morning, after I had made from brass a cover for a lantern, one of the large-eyed inhabitants of this place tugged on my sleeve, and led me to a larger building I had not yet entered. I learned that it had very little floor. Only around the edges of the building, in fact. The rest was open to the water. In the water were several metal spheres of varying sizes. I was told they were called "bathyspheres." They were tied to machinery in the ceiling, used to lower and raise them as needed. Torne and I were led into one of the larger spheres, which opened on the side. We entered, and an older man (we learned that the men of these people are the ones with bright spots along their sides, where the females have large eye-shaped spots on their backs) closed the door, which was lined with a soft substance I am told seals away water. Then the descent began.

I felt the downward motion in my stomach, and feared for a moment that I would be sick. However, when I looked out, I forgot all about my digestion.

Out the little window at my side, I saw the water move over the sphere. We were under the water, but true to our hosts' words, we were perfectly safe.

The water was murky, and dim. But today is, I am told, a very clear day in the swamp, and we could see several massive trees. I had not realized just how large these trees are, though I had already known they were giants. They stretched above the surface perhaps four to six times my height, but we learned that the greatest part of the tree is under the water.

In the distance, I saw the dim shapes of our hosts moving about, and a few other, larger shapes. One of them swam close, and I saw that it was a strange creature, as long in body as I am tall. It had a rough hide with sparse bristles. It had two thick, pudgy fins on either side of its body, and at the end of its tail was a single, round fin. Its mouth had a very thick upper lip and whiskers, giving it an almost comic expression1. It stared at us for a moment, and then swam off. Our hosts say that they eat the underwater plantlife. They have to be chased away from the underwater farms, but are useful in keeping other areas clear.

We soon saw lights under us, and then we saw the buildings themselves.

These buildings, we are told, are built from the shells of great creatures that crawl across the bottom of the swamp. When they need a new building, they lure one of these creatures near the town and kill it. They take the meat as a delicacy, and use the shell to make a new building. The shells are huge spiral things. Doors are cut into chambers, which are then used as rooms. If air is needed inside, they bring it down using long tubes and devices that move the air. These machines are, I am told, simple constructs, much like the ones they use in the North, powered by magic words and designs.

But that was not what I saw when I saw the buildings. Instead, I saw light. Light in carefully sculpted patterns, light made almost solid against the clouded water. It was in many colors, all shades of reds, greens, blues, purples. No yellows or oranges, though. Most were made in spirals on the shells, so as to work with the natural shapes there. On the trees, though, were pictures like we have on carpets. They showed heroes and hunters fighting great beasts or enemies. There were also scenes of, I am told, great and famous lovers. Not knowing how these people express romance, I must take their word for it.

The largest building was a great dome. It was not made from a shell, but rather from cement, a living thing they call swamp coral, and many thousands of lights. They were not in the shape of a story, or of abstract shapes. Instead, it showed what I am told is a world2. Their world, before they were forced to leave it. It shows a map covered mostly with water, with islands mark in green or red light. The sea itself was not solid blue or green, but a swirl, with mountains and valleys as on the land. The great building is called the Cathedra Verti, and I could not take my eyes from it. It rested like a great gem, rising from the muck of the swamp.

We were taken to a somewhat larger building, though it was dwarfed by the cathedra. This one was unusual in that, rather than being on the ground, it was actually hanging from the trees like the buildings below. But where they hung down off of the trees, this hung up above the places where it was tied, as though it might fly upwards if those restraints were cut. Several tubes poked out of the entrance, before leading upward.

The sphere stopped alongside this building-shell, near the entrance. We felt it bumped on its side as it was manuevered by those outside so that it was under the entrance, and then lifted up. The door opened, and we found ourselves in a room something like the one in which we had entered the sphere, though much smaller.

We climbed out of the sphere, and swam the short distance to a ledge, where we could climb up into the building proper. There were a great many stairs, for the spiral was vertical, to hold the air in.

We could see that, at least on the inside, these shells are a very soft, slightly pinkish white. It lit by strange lamps on the wall. They produced no smoke, but produced a reasonable light. When I looked more closely, I found that they were filled with water, and contained what looked like glowing gemstones glued to the bottom. Our hosts (who had climbed out of the water when we had) explained that these were actually creatures that produced light3. They were the same things that produced the light patterns on the outside of the shells.

There were also windows. They are made of thick glass, stained in reds, blues, greens and purples. The different panes of glass are held together with a cement, which they also use for sealing off parts of the shells.

The rest of the building was fairly unremarkable. There were a few rooms for those who wished to sleep there, but little else. We took the sphere back up the surface, and I returned to the inn, where Souja jumped on me, and now will not leave my side. She did not seem to like my absence.


Footnotes

1. A manatee or dugong (Sirenia species)

2. The Baro, unlike many other cultures in that part of the world, believe the world is round, and in fact held that belief centuries before Clepius's calculations proved it was not merely round, but gave the circumference. However, they should not be given too much credit, as it was merely religion, and not proper science.

3. Clearly some form of bioluminescence, though I am unfamiliar with the species.
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Marday, 19th Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Forty-Third Day in the Trees

We left Pella Veypal this morning, leaving with the good-wishing of our hosts as well as some fresh supplies. They were very generous, and our supplies will last us until we are out of the swamp and can do our own hunting again.

There was a light rain this afternoon, but no more, and it looks as though it will be clear long enough for me to write this entry. Torne promised to keep an eye on the weather, so I should not be taken unaware.

I looked at the book again this evening. There are words there, but they are in no script I have read. The pictures accompanying these words show a large beast, like the crocodiles that lie on the banks of the Trescu. However, the humans in the picture with it are completely dwarfed. There is a scale picture which shows it as ten times longer than their height. If Torne is a typical specimen, this would make the creature the size of a large dragon. However, a dragon tends not to be built that way, having its legs coming down from its body, not from out of its sides. Also, the jaws are much the same as a crocodile's. I am fairly certain that it must be a related creature1.

There is also a picture of two humans in a room filled with books. The older one is shouting at the younger one, and they are both watched by a rat. The humans both wear robes2.

This book puzzles me greatly.


Footnotes

1. There are great crocodiles found in the southern marches of Ferswart that grow up to twenty-five feet long. However, I have heard of skeletons being found in the Jacoba Wastes that were twice that length.

2. These scene seems familiar to me, but I cannot think why.
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Rokday, Nineteenth Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Forty-Fifth Day in the Trees

We're finally out of the swamp. I'm glad to be free from there. It could have been worse, but I hope not to see it again.

Early this morning, we hit a fork in the road, and, since either seemed as good, took the right.

We travelled for hours, and the path was very uncomfortable, full of rocks to trip over. Torne was in somewhat better shape, being able to step lightly over them, but this slowed him down as well. By late afternoon, we were both feeling out of sorts.

We were just about to stop and rest when we saw something unusual. It was a big metal structure sticking up above the trees. It looked like a building, but there were things moving on it, and so we decided to keep going. Torne was very curious.

We soon walked around a bend and saw the whole structure. It was big, nearly four stories tall, and it seemed to stretch a quarter-mile in either direction. The moving parts were cylinders moving up and down, giant gears turning, and other machinery.

There were people there, too. They were crawling all over the machinery, climbing up, climbing back down, and pressing buttons in various places. They looked like humans, though Torne said that they clearly weren't, having pointed ears and gray skin.

We walked up to one of them, and asked what the machine was. He told us that it's the Engine. He said the word as though it were something very important. He then told us that he's only a sub-technolyte third-class, and that we should talk to the Abbot Engineer. He told us where to go, and so we went around to the other side of the machine, where there was a stairway up.

We climbed up to the top, and there we saw a man with a clipboard, looking over various gears and tubes. He made notes on his papers, grunting in satisfaction. Then he saw us, and looked very dissatisfied indeed.

"Who're you?" he asked, brushing back his long, white hair in irritation. He had hair on his face as well as on the top and sides of his head, and it reached nearly to his stomach.

We told him who we are, and what we're doing walking through the woods. He looked at us with suspicion, and then told us that he and his were the Monks of the Engine1, charged with protecting it from harm. The Engine, he explained, ran the universe, and that they had to keep it running smoothly. He went into a long history of the Engine, telling us that it had been made by the Grand Architect, made with the Tools of Creation, to keep things running when he wasn't watching. If anything went wrong, it could spell disaster.

We listened politely, and then said goodbye. They're clearly mad, all of them, but they believe it, and we felt it best not to argue.

We walked back around, and by chance, we noticed an open panel. Inside the panel, there were a number of buttons, including a very large red one.

Torne looked at it for a moment, and, making certain no one was watching, reached out and pressed the button. Nothing happened. He pressed a few of the other buttons before I took him by the collar and pulled him away. I felt there was no point in incurring the monk's wrath.

We made camp several miles away, under the ruins of an old tower.


Footnotes

1. I am familiar with the Monks of the Edge, the Monks of the End Time, the Monks of the Enigma, and the short-lived Monks of Free Enterprise, but I am not familiar with the Monks of the Engine. Their beliefs seem similar, however, to the Garali Tribe of the Squampo Jungle, who believe a conch shell controls the tides.
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Byrday, Nineteenth Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Forty-Sixth Day in the Trees

Today was fairly uneventful. However, the trees here seem to be a bit shorter. They rise above us higher than the swamp trees did, but not nearly as high as most of the trees in this forest. They're slimmer as well. They don't seem stunted, for they seem as healthy as any of the twisted trees in these woods. I think they might be younger. Is this a new patch of forest, maybe?

I did see something strange today. There was a bird that seemed to be flying backwards above me. It had orange and blue feathers, and it was flying among the branches overhead, so that I didn't get a good look at it. I'll need to keep a closer eye out to see if it passes again, and if I really saw what I thought I saw.

Besides that, everything was fairly normal, for these woods. We heard birds singing, caught a pair of rabbits who hadn't heard me in time, but there wasn't anything too strange. However, I feel as though something's wrong. I can't put my finger on it. Perhaps I'll discover it tomorrow.
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Skalday, Nineeenth Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Forty-Seventh Day in the Trees

Something very strange is happening. When we woke this morning, we found that the trees had vanished from around us. After seeing nothing but trees for so many days, we very nearly panicked. We were surrounded by bushes, grass, everything but trees.

Among the grass and bushes, there were numerous barespots. These barespots were round, varying in size. At the center of each was a very small plant.

My first thought was that we had been transported somewhere else, by magic. However, Torne looked around, and said that I was wrong. "I thought like that, but look, look, look around, the trees have changed, but not the ground." I realized that he was right, seeing a hill shaped like a bear I'd seen last night. I hadn't recognized it at first, since it lacked the trees that had adorned it before.

After a moment of talking, we finally realized what happened. The little plants in the bare patches—they are very young trees. While we slept, they lost their great size, shrinking until they became sprouts. This is strange, even for this forest.

By standing on the hill, we could see for miles around us. In the distance, we could see trees that hadn't changed yet, but they were very far, and the path didn't head in that direction. We were at a loss for what to do.

Then we heard a rumbling, all around us. We looked, and in the distance, it seemed as though a wall of trees were rushing towards us. We turned, and trees came from that direction as well. We didn't know where to run. We simply held each other as the trees came closer.

As the walls came closer, we realized that they were not actually trees moving toward us, but that trees were growing, and that this growth was coming towards us.

Soon the wave of growth reached us, and the trees around us burst into growth, groaning and rumbling around us. We kept as far from any of these growing giants as possible. Dirt showered around us, and the ground beneath us moved as roots spread out.

Then the noise stopped. We had been at the center of this growth, and it stopped where we were.

We did not move for some time, but finally, we decided we needed to be on our way. We gathered our things, brushed the dirt off of them, and then left.

Things were fairly normal until midmorning. We walked among the trees, looking around them. There was disturbed dirt all around for several miles. Eventually, the trees we saw seemed to be undisturbed by the event. We thought that this might be a sign that things would be getting back to normal. How wrong we were.

It started again when Torne climbed onto a large boulder to look me in the eye. He sunk, suddenly, to his thighs, and I had to pull him out. Some of the rock clung to him, as though it were a liquid. Curious, I tried to touch it, trying to find what it might be, but my hand passed through as though it were air. Souja climbed to the top, and seemed to find it perfectly solid, even when I waved my hand under her

We continued on, determined to leave this strangeness behind.

Shortly after noon, we heard something above us. The branches hanging over our heads were laden with apples. They seemed as though they should weigh the branch down, but instead it seemed to be straining up. As we watched, the stem of one of the fruits broke, and it fell, not down, but up. Another broke, and this one fell forward, ahead of us, until it hit another tree and caught in its branches. Soon we saw apples falling in all directions except staight down1. We hurried ahead.

By late afternoon, it was clear that something very strange is in this part of the woods. We saw a flock of birds flying out of a cliff, and then a log rolled up a hillside, righted itself, and became a tree again before our eyes. We decided we had no choice but to try going back the way we came.

We are now making our way back. We are not making camp tonight, but will keep moving. We are resting for the moment on a hilltop, where at least we can keep an eye out for what's going on around us.


Footnotes

1. This reminds me of the Bombardier Apple Tree (Malus citivolus), though of course that would be accompanied by loud bangs and smoke. As well, the apples do tend to fall down eventually.
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Erevday, Nineteenth Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Forty-Eighth Day in the Trees

There are places missing. We did not know for certain last night, while we walked in the darkness, but today, we find that there are entire parts of the woods that are simply… gone. Not bare, but gone. There is nothing there. Not trees, nor grass, nor even ground. There isn't even empty space there. It hurts my eyes to look at it.

Torne came close to one of these places, and ventured to place a stick into this emptiness. When he pulled it back, the bark was gone, and the wood seemed eaten into. We have avoided these places since.

We are almost, we think, back to the Engine. Torne recognizes landmarks, and we will hopefully be able to warn the monks about this oddness. Hopefully, they will let us rest there, and we can be on our way again. We will probably end up going back to the swamp, and I will be glad enough to do so. Anything is better than this. Souja doesn't complain. She's been very good through all of this. She said this morning that she's worried for the poor monks, who live so close to this. How kind she is, to think of them at a time like this.

I am tired, but we dare not stop. The strangeness has not let up, and we fear that these empty places are growing.
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Tresday, Nineteenth Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Forty-Ninth Day in the Trees

It's all Torne's fault. I should have known.

We reached the Engine shortly after we rested last night. It was not as we had left it.

Large parts of the machine had broken. We saw gears lying around it, cylinders broken off. The parts that were left were moving fitfully. One end of it had burst, and wrecked metal lay everywhere.

The Abbot Engineer hobbled up to us. He had a broken leg, but he had constructed a crutch from the wreckage. His face was clouded in anger.

"You idiots!" he shouted at us. "You colossal fools!" He laid into us with his crutch until he fell over. It would have been comical, if the other monks hadn't moved around us. Many of them were similarly injured, but what I noticed first was that most of them were armed with knives, clubs, and weapons improvised like the Abbot Engineer's crutch.

The old man picked himself up. He screamed at us incoherently for several minutes, until finally he exhausted his anger. Then the technolyte we had spoken to before - now missing a leg - walked up. Like the rest of them, he had an angry, desperate look on his face. He then began to tell us what had happened.

Soon after we had passed by the Engine, it had exploded. Several of their number had died in the explosion, but that was, in the technolyte's own words, a minor inconvenience, compared to the loss of the machine itself. Because they weren't crazy. They were right.

The machine, he explained, kept track of events. It made certain that one event followed another. It kept things working smoothly. With the machine broken, things were not working smoothly, and they would soon get worse. And it was all our fault.

I thought about telling them that Torne had pressed the buttons, but I was fairly certain that they would fall on him then, and I wouldn't abandon a friend to that.

The Abbot Engineer had recovered from his tirade, and motioned for silence. "You wrecked the Engine," he said. "You must fix it. Soon, you will be the only ones who can."

I asked what he meant by that, when one of our guards changed. One minute he was an older man with a long beard, the next minute she was a young woman with long hair on her head.

"As you can see," he said, as the young woman stared at her body in alarm, "these disturbances are affecting us as well. Tomorrow, we may not even be the same species. After that, we won't be able to keep two thoughts together long enough to even consider the machine. You're at the center of this, though. You'll be affected last. That may give you the time you need."

"Time for what?" Torne asked, sounding eager to help. I think he was feeling guilty.

"You must find," the old man said, and then he disappeared, leaving behind a bowl filled with hair.

"You have to find the nondeterministic trout," the technolyte supplied, picking up the bowl reverentially1.

We asked what this might be, and he shrugged. "You figure it out. You have to skif zith sem. Dnaa ude tih eelkiwk." We tried to speak with him more, but we couldn't get any more sense from him or the other monks.

We slept by the remains of the Engine, and moved on this morning. We couldn't see any of the monks. There was a fine breakfast prepared where they had been camped. Under the circumstances, we decided not to eat any. Better safe than sorry.

We spoke a bit about our quest as we walked. Torne says that a trout is a kind of fish, though he's never heard of a non-deterministic one before. How can we find something if we have no idea what it might look like or where it might be?

As we walked, there was more evidence of strangeness. The empty holes growing larger. Torne calls them negative space. There are also trees changing ages, and I haven't seen many animals about. The ones we have seen act strangely. I saw one of those chattering tree-climbing creatures running between the trees. It sat suddenly, and gave out a shrieking howl, before flying away. Then there was the spiny creature that exploded a dozen yards ahead of us. We were lucky we weren't closer; some of the quills had buried themselves several inches in the nearby trees.

There was a place we found where sounds came half a minute after they were made. This made it difficult for us to talk to each other.

We looked around for any sort of fish. We saw a few riverbeds, but they were dry, having run into the negative space.

I hope we find it in time.


Footnotes

1. Coincidentally, Truedart Zephyr recently reported that in parts of Centariland they worship the hair of their ancestors.
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Chroday?

The changes are startyng to affect us two. We can't seem to fynd the trout, no matter ware we look. Torne speeks in rhime all the tyme now. Yf he doesn't stop, Y mai have to

That's rong. Y'm thynking rong. Yt's the strangness. The negatyve space is bygger. Y can see yt all around us. We have to be very carefull.

Souja told me she's not happy. She sais that the woods are scaryng her. Y tolled her that Y'm scared to. Y hoap we fynd the trout soon. Y hope there is a trout.
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Marday?

It came. The trout came. We dydn't need to fynd it. We had to be lookyng for yt. Yf you look for yt, yt wyll fynd iou. Maibe. Or not. Y'm gnot sher. But it helped us. Yt sayd what we need to fyx thys. We have two fynd the engyneer. Not thee Abbot. The other one. The won the abbot talked about. That engyneer can fyx everithyng. He's reel good, the engyneer. We have to fynd hym. The trout can help. Yt sais yt wyll be dangeruss, but we halve know choyse. We have to do yt. What am I talking about?

Y'm sorry. Mi mynd ys goyng everiwhere. We have to do thys now. We have to
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Rokday, Nineteenth Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Forty-Fifth Day in the Trees

How very peculiar. I open my journal to write an entry, and I find someone has already written a great deal.

It's strange. The handwriting is clearly mine, but leaving aside the fact that neither of us remember any of it, the person who wrote it doesn't sound like me. We would not act the way we are described. Torne acts foolish, but he surely would never poke around a strange machine. He's not that foolish. And Souja, of course, cannot talk. Who wrote this, and how did they manage it without my knowing? I am certain these entries were not there this morning, and the only time my pack was not on my back was when we stopped for lunch. Even then, my pack was in my sight the entire time.

There is a nearly identical story in the other book. However, rather than being from my Journal, it's signed Haversh, a human accompanied by a gnome, Garlickin1, and a human girl named Tabisha. Also, they came out of a desert rather than a swamp. Most of the other details, down to much of the conversation, is identical. This makes the creature I found today seem a bit small.

Well, it is small. But it seems unimportant. Still, I feel that I should at least describe it. It took Torne several minutes to catch it, at my request.

It is about the size of a mouse. It has a thinner body, but the light-brown fur is very similar in feel. It moves about quickly, looking very alert. We currently have it inside of a cup, where Souja looks at it with a great deal of interest.

The interesting thing about it, to me, is that it has six legs. I have often noticed that most creatures with fur, feathers or scales (excepting fish) have four limbs or fewer. Birds, wyverns, Baro, humans, dogs, horses… But there are very few six-limbed creatures. Most of the exceptions I know of are winged, like dragons or griffons. Most creatures with more limbs are kreshli2, or kin to them.

I thought it very interesting for that reason, and had Torne capture it for me, which he did after much scrambling around the rocky hillside it was scurrying over. Now it doesn't seem nearly as interesting.

Now I almost wish we had taken the right fork instead of the left this morning.


Footnotes

1. Garlickin is not, to my knowledge, a gnomic name. However, there are several notable Havershes in Ludar's a Brief History of Crald (Vol. 94-97).

2. Lit. plated, used to signify any arthropod.
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Skalday, Nineteenth Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Forty-Seventh Day in the Trees

Souja wandered off today. We had just broken camp when we realized she was not there.

We searched for her for half an hour before she wandered back into the campsite on her own. She followed us readily when we left, but it still worries me. What if she gets lost? What if something attacks her?

Perhaps I worry needlessly. She is getting larger. Already, she is twice the size she was.

But still, I am responsible for her. I have caused her to lose her mother and her sibling. How am I to bear it if she dies too? I wish to keep her safe, but I cannot keep her in the camp short of tying her, and I could not bear to do her that cruelty.

I will speak no more on that today. I must think on it more first.

Torne suffered some discomfort today. He lay in some long, almost feathery grasses while we stopped for lunch. After five minutes, he shot up, as though he had been bitten. He began to tear his clothing off as though he had gone mad. I stood up to see what had happened to him, and he began to scratch furiously1. He yelled out curses as he did so. The mildest of these, at least of those that I understood, was "choke a god with his own entrails." The rest were less pleasant and more descriptive. I tried to catch hold of him to see what was wrong, but he kept hopping this way and that, scratching all over his body. Then he flung himself into the still pond we were resting by. He continued scratching also splashing water on himself. I finally got enough sense out of him to know that he was itching, though I had already figured that out. It was five minutes before he could stop enough for us to talk.

It would seem that he was allergic to the grasses. He had broken out into a terrible rash, and he could not stop scratching at it. He still cannot, in fact. It has been hours, but he continues to scratch intermittantly, and the rash has spread to his face, as well as more delicate areas. He looks as red as a parchroot2.

I know I must not laugh at him, but it is proving very difficult.


Footnotes

1. Baldenweed, from the sound of it.

2. Parchroot is more commonly known as Maiden's Delight or Black Parson.
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Erevday, Nineteenth Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Forty-Eighth Day in the Trees

I have seen something beautiful today.

Where the path skirted around a tall hill, there was a trail, leading up. There was a sign there, which read "Maish Trascible, Merchant."

We were suspicious, naturally, but the cautious hunter catches no game, and so we made our way up the trail. It was surprisingly well-worn, with grooves that seemed to have been left by a cart.

At the top, I saw a ship. It was like those that sail on water, but larger. What I could see of the bottom was wedged, rather than flat, which seemed strange to me. After all, what if it encountered rocks? But at the time, I thought of the swamp, and how deep the water there was. I thought that it simply was made for deeper waters than the Trescu. Above the deck were two tall pieces of timber that seemed to have been the trunks of trees once. Between them stretched ropes

However, it was clear that it had not sailed anywhere in some time. It was half-buried in the soil of the hill, and had been converted into a building. It had a doorway set into the side, and there was a chair on the deck over it. In the chair was a person.

This person was furred, being black and white. Torne said that he looked very much like an animal he knows called a badger. The person called down to us, telling us to go through the door, and that he would meet with us in a moment. He disappeared, and we heard him moving across the deck.

When we opened the door, we found ourselves in a very cramped room. I had to crouch down to fit, and the place was full of odds and ends. I saw many lengths of rope, tools and odd items on the walls, and numerous boxes everywhere.

The person we had seen on the deck came in right after we did. He was heavy-set, and wore a red shirt and brown leather pants. One of his legs ended in a foot carved from wood.

He was a nice man, but a hard bargainer. In the end, we traded two birds we had caught, half of my money, and the remains of my old robe. In return, we got a coil of rope, a tent, and heavy cloth Torne assures me he can sew into winter robes for me. I also traded for a small knife for carving, though I did not tell Torne. Despite his sometimes irritating chatter, he has been a good friend to me these past few cycles. I intend to carve for him a walking stick.

After the bargaining was done, Maish invited us to stay the night. While he gets visitors at least once a week, they rarely stay long enough to talk to him. Most of his customers are woodsmen or from towns in the woods. He knows of Pella Veypal, and apparently it was he who sold them the metal used to make the spheres that descend into the swamps.

His story is interesting. The ship, which is called the Wild Maiden1, was not a ship of the water. Instead, it was a ship of the air, and Maish was the second mate on board. They had been exploring the woods from above, when they encountered a terrible, swift storm. It crashed on the top of this hill, and when the storm was over, it was no longer in any condition to fly. The magic sails that allowed it to move in air were torn, and they had no replacements.

Most of the crew went home. Maish stayed, however, having lost his foot in the crash. Before they had left, the rest of the crew and the captain helped him convert the ship into a home for him. They took what supplies they could, but ended leaving the bulk with Maish.

In time, others learned of the ship, and that there were supplies to be had there. He began to trade with those who came to him, and soon had made a reputation as a reliable merchant for those in the woods.

When he has no more of an item, the Trading Company sells him what he needs. When he said this, Torne blanched, and took a step back. Seeing this, Maish shrugged. "I don't deal in slaves," he said. "But I have to live, and there's no one else I can buy from. I wish there was someone else I could trade with, but there isn't. It's that way for a lot of folk in the woods." Torne nodded, but I could see that it bothered him.

We sat on the deck that evening, and he bade us watch just past the hills on one side of his home. To the west, he said, though I am uncertain that east and west have any real meaning here.

As the sun sank lower, I gradually became aware of shapes in the distance. They were tall, whatever they were, and thin. I soon was able to discern their nature: They were buildings. Tall, graceful spires, topped with domes. They were bathed in red and yellow from the sunset, so that I could not tell their true colors. They seemed transparent at first, then began to gain solidity. I could not tell just how far they were, only that they were beyond the next hill. Still, they had to be quite large, to be visible so far away.

Shapes moved between them. Something in the city was flying. I tried to look closely, but the sun made it difficult.

"Boats," Maish told us. He handed me a long, tapering tube made of metal, with glass on either end.

I looked through it, and I saw that he was right. They were like boats, flying from building to building. There were people in them, but I could not tell what they were like. I passed the tube to Torne, who likewise gazed through it.

Then, the sun sank behind the hill, and the city vanished from sight.

It was called the Glittering City, Maish explained. Torne nodded, saying that he had heard of it. Apparently, it can be seen from any hill in the woods, if one looks during the sunset. If you try to reach it, you can never find it.

There are also stories of an old human trying to reach it, who can never reach it. Maish claims that he once met the man, that he stopped for supplies.

Maish said that he had been told it was a city full of angels, cast out of a distant heaven, but still too virtuous for the many hells outsiders like him have conceived of. The old man was a devil, trying to find the nearest salvation. Torne said that it was the city where the stars rested during the day, and that it became visible when they prepared to take their places in the sky. The old man was a shooting star, who had become lost when he'd landed, and was trying to make his way home2.

No matter what the city is or who its inhabitants are, I found it a breathtaking sight.


Footnotes

1. The story of the Wild Maiden is, of course, quite well known, particularly to those whom Ouster Brownden manages to corner at dinner parties.

2. The Glittering City is a well-known phenomenon, but there is no consensus on its true nature. Suffice it to say, however, that these theories are, at best, highly unlikely.
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Tresday, Nineteenth Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Forty-Ninth Day in the Trees

We left Maish' home early in the morning. He was glad for our company, and when we stopped for lunch, we found that he had placed pastries filled with meat and cheese in our packs1. I would suspect our nocturnal visitors, but I had seen him preparing these last night. I hope that I can pass by his home again to thank him.

Torne began to skip around me during lunch, singing his annoying, cheerful songs. I snapped at him to stop, growling at him. He looked hurt, but stopped.

I wish that I had not done so. Torne is a good friend. But today, I feel ill, and my patience is short. I apologized when I had calmed somewhat.

Is this the rut? I am old enough, now, but this is not the right time of the year. The rut should only come in the spring, and only if there is a female present. Perhaps it is the strange seasons of this land affecting me, but still, there is no female here. My balance should not be so upset.

Beyond that, my new robes feel tight. Have they shrunk?


Footnotes

1. Most Untkin are like Maish Trascible, kind, generous, and good hosts. Most.
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Skyday, Twentieth Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Fifty-Second Day in the Trees

I am not certain what is wrong with me, but it is making me crazy. I almost attacked a fellow wanderer this afternoon.

Souja had wandered ahead of us. I was busy trying to adjust my robes to keep them on me, when I noticed she was not with us. I saw her going around a bend, and I hurried to catch her.

When I turned the corner, I found a creature not unlike a human, but shorter, with a long, bulbous nose and hair under its chin1. It was standing over Souja, who was on her side. It had its hand on her belly.

I did not think. I simply loosed a growl, and started moving forward at the creature. It gave a high-pitched scream, and dived into the bushes. I heard it crashing through the underbrush in its haste to get away.

I looked down at Souja, who looked up at me quizzically. It realized then that the stranger had simply been petting her. There had been no danger to her.

Why did I react as I did? I should not have responded so irrationally. I acted almost as a mother brooding over her eggs. All I could think of was that she was in danger, and I needed to protect her.

My robes ripped when I was running. I would put on one of the others, but they are likewise too small. How could they have all shrunk so much? Have I gotten larger? I had thought I had reached my full growth, but it is possible that I am having a final stretch. I hope I do not grow too large. No female wants a male as large as she is.

I wish I could go home. I could visit the healer, and he would know what was wrong with me. But I know that that is quite impossible. For better or worse, I am in these woods until I can complete my quest.


Footnotes

1. This could have been any number of creatures, from the description. Possibly a human or near-human species. Likely a male (humans and their relatives tend towards beardless females, though this is by no means an absolute; see Man: A Naked Jackanape by Thursday Cetema), but precise identification is impossible without more information.
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Erevday, Twentieth Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Fifty-Fourth Day in the Trees

We found a ruin today.

It is a tower, tall, and made of a dark stone. It is weathered, but it appears solid enough. There are no stones fallen from it, and the mortar does not appear loose1.

Torne insisted on looking inside. I councilled caution, but he refused to listen, moving inside. I told him I was certain he would break his fool neck or else bring the tower crumbling down, but he was already in the shadows. I sighed, and followed after, stooping down to fit under the doorway.

There were stone stairs leading up into the darkness, and a square hole in the floor. There were what appear to be hinges, but if there was a door set in this hole, it had long since rotted away.

Torne had lit his lantern, and was moving up the stairs, Souja following behind him. The stairs did not look like they could support my weight, so instead I turned my attention to the hole.

It was just large enough that I could fit myself through. It was a tighter fit than I had thought, but I made it through, being careful to keep my own lantern lit as I moved through.

I found myself standing a pile of old, rotted wood. I determined that it had been another staircase. Not being made of stone, they had not withstood the test of time. The room was roughly square. The walls were lined with the same stone as the rest of the tower. It smelled strongly of damp and Earth. On the walls were weapons.

There were swords and staves, shields and spears. There were stranger weapons, like a metal ball covered in spikes, set on the end of a metal stick.

I also saw a mirror. I stood in front of it, looking myself over. Torne had used my ripped robe to enlarge the other two, so I was clad well enough. In the dim light from the lantern, my scales seemed duller, especially my stripes. I noticed that I seemed broader. Had I put on weight, eating so well? Perhaps I should eat less. Though, I seem to be hungry more often than not now.

Then the mirror no longer showed my reflection.

It showed a room full of treasure. Torne was in it, and so was Souja. He was reaching cautiously for a pile of gold pieces. To his right and just behind him, I saw a suit of armor beginning to move, raising an axe up high2.

I shouted a warning, and ran to the hole, and began pulling myself up, something that took me far too long to accomplish.

By the time I was out of the hole and standing in the tower again, Souja was running past me, through the door. Torne was still on the steps, running as quickly as he could down them. He slipped about twice my height above me, sending him tumbling down. He hit one landing, and then I caught him. I took him outside. I took up both our packs, and, not letting him down, I ran. Souja followed close behind me.

When I finally stopped, several minutes away, we found that Torne's arm was broken by his fall. He will mend. I am simply happy he escaped unharmed.

It was Souja, he explained, that saved him. When he had heard my distant shout, he had not realized it was meant for him. But when Souja hissed, he had tumbled forward, landing on the gold, and then vaulted around the armor and run down the stairs.

He had not taken any gold, as any gold with such a guardian might also be cursed. I agree with his caution. I only wish he had not felt the need to explore in the first place!


Footnotes

1. It is odd the way some buildings end up preserved in the woods. Often, after an initial period of accelerated decay, they will stay standing more-or-less unchanged for at least several hundred years.

2. The Woods would be so much safer if stray Thaumaturgists wouldn't keep leaving their things around. This reminds me of the time an entire expedition's worth of graduate students ended up changed to toads. They all got extra credit, as I recall.
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Erevday, Twentieth Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Fifty-Sixth Day in the Trees

My temper remains frayed. I snapped at Torne again today. He refuses to keep still.

We are camped in a cave for the expressed purpose of keeping him still while I see to his arm. If he keeps moving, he will injure himself again. If he will not keep still, I may need to tie him. When he is not ignoring my advice, he is talking. He found a stone deep in the cave that excites him. It has a shell impressed in it.

I am sure that I would find it fascinating myself, were I not so worried that he might injure himself further. It is a spiral, something like the great shelled homes in Pella Veypal. He keeps talking about an ancient sea, and millions of years of mud1. That is all of interest, to be sure, but if he does not take care of his arm, which I took great trouble to set, I may sit on him to keep him still.

Indeed, at times I feel as though I am caring for a very young conlin. I know that he is an adult, but I feel responsible for him when he acts foolishly.

I will wait until he has been still a while before telling him about the broken stone with the crystals within2.


Footnotes

1. There have been a number of fossil finds in the Ravelwoods, most notably brought back by the Greepley-Fxantha expedition. They are interesting, but ultimately, such study is difficult at best, given the differences in strata throughout the woods, making it impossible to group fossils of different areas by age.

2. A geode, perhaps?
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Tresday, Twentieth Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Fifty-Seventh Day in the Trees

We remain in the cave. I believe that Torne will be ready to move soon. It is fortunate that his break was not worse. So long as he does not move his arm too much, he should be fine. Until then, I will be carrying both of our packs. Torne argued with me, but I held firm. He must take care not to hurt that arm further.

In the meantime, I have caught several rabbits that came too close to the cave. Souja caught her own dinner, an animal like a rat, but three times the size of any rat I have ever seen1. She is spending several hours a day gone. Where does she go? I keep asking myself if she will return the next time.

She is currently laying in the crook of my arm. She has grown so much. She is nearly the size of her mother now. She has traveled with me for seven cycles now. A short time for a Baro, but for a cat? She is nearly grown, I think.

Torne says that she will be leaving us soon. It is hard for me to bear that thought. I do not want her to leave. I wish for her to stay with us, where we may protect her. Where I can enjoy her company.

But that is not fair to her, is it? She must leave us at some point. She is a friend, and not merely a pet. It was a mistake to try to take her mother for a pet, I now see. She was a wild thing, and I was meddling in things I knew nothing about. Many people take wild things and make them tame. Horses, elephants, goats, sarlifins. They have success with it. But it is still a serious business. It is not right to do it lightly, as I tried to. I did not know what I was doing. Martap paid the price. Souja's mother paid the price.

I will not make the same mistake with Souja. I will not try to make her tame. She must leave soon, and I will not stop her.


Footnotes

1. A capybara, perhaps? I must confess I've never been very good at identifying the midsize rodents.
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Marday, Twenty-First Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Fifty-Ninth Day in the Trees

We are making good distance. Torne seems determined to prove that he is not unfit due to his broken arm. Sometimes, I almost admire him, strange as it is. He does not like to show any weakness. He reminds me of my cousin, who once tried to carry as large a burden as my first-father, not realizing that it took many years of hard work to build such strength.

Torne is showing concern for me, in fact. He is convinced I am ailing under a malady. Well, so am I, of course, but I did not wish him to know it. Especially not once he had broken his arm. He has quite enough to worry about with that, surely!

But he has noticed my shortness of temper, as well as pointing out my fading stripes. They are fading. They are barely even blue anymore, just a slightly paler green. I told him it was perfectly normal, just a phase. I suppose he is not the only one who wishes to conceal weaknesses.

It does make me feel sad, though. I was very proud of my stripes. There were several females in our tribe who admired them. I was considered a very handsome male. Had things turned out differently, I would have had little trouble finding a wife. If I had completed a task well, I could have even been a first-husband. Well, it is no matter. I am not likely to reach the Baro again, and there are no females here to admire my stripes. My vanity is nothing to worry over.

Souja is still with us, but she is becoming more independant. She rarely rides on my shoulder or in my pack anymore. Indeed, she is almost too large to fit in my pack, or on my shoulders. She sleeps apart from me, most of the night. She is friendly enough, but she often seems distracted. I doubt she will be with us much longer. Still, she is strong. She will survive. No, she will thrive. I am sure of it. I do not know why I am so certain, but I do not doubt she will do well even without us.
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Skyday, Twenty-first Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Sixtieth Day in the Trees

I realized today what is wrong with me. I think I suspected before, but I did not wish to admit it to myself. I still don't know I feel about it.

There is some relief, of course. I am not dying of anything. It is almost certain that I will regain my balance. But still…

I am not sure I am ready to become a female at my time of life.

I knew that it was possible, of course. It has never happened in my life, but my father knew a female who had been male. I am only familiar with the opposite change. Females become male often enough, especially when they are young. My brother was female, before I was born. But very rarely does a male become female, at least among the Baro. It is more common among the Desder, I seem to recall1.

I was right about eating too much. Almost always, when this happens, it is because it is a time of plenty. I have been eating well. There were no females around me. Naturally, I began to change.

I have grown larger. I will probably grow a bit more, until I am the proper size for a female. My stripes will be gone. Inside… Inside, I feel the other changes. Already, I begin to notice differences in relieving myself, though I had taken those for signs that I had some internal ailment.

I suppose it doesn't really change anything. I must continue forward, and hope my quest is successful. If I ever do go back, the healers have ways to trigger a change, if I desire it.

I do not believe I will tell Torne about this. He is not of the Baro. He will not understand. Let him think I am still male.


Footnotes

1. Baro and Desder are, obviously, sequential hermaphrodites, exhibiting both protandry and protogyny. When food is scarce, females change to males. When food is plentiful, males change to females. These changes typically occur during childhood. Combined with gender selection during conception, this explains why there are more males than females among the Baro, while the opposite is true among the Desder.
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Byrday, Twenty-first Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Sixty-Second Day in the Trees

I am feeling better today. My temper is improving. I still feel saddened that Souja will soon be leaving, but it is nothing I cannot survive. I still have some growth, and my insides feel unsettled yet, but I have balance again. It is not the same balance I once had, but it is still balance.

I still feel very protective of Torne and Souja. I do not think that will pass. Torne is as old as I am, but he looks so young.

I wish that I had been closer to my young sister. We love each other, but we are very different people. Hah. Not so different now, perhaps.

If I had been closer to her, I might have learned from her some of the things that I might expect. I know the instincts of a male, but what instincts will affect me as a female?

Well, that simply means it is more important that I maintain my balance. The desert taught us balance1.

This forest, though, knows no balance that I can find. What can be said of a place where one can find winter two leagues away from summer?

The inhabitants show no more balance than anything else, judging by the things they leave. Today, it was a door we found.

It was in the middle of the path. There was no building around it. Just a doorframe. The door was hanging open awkwardly by a single hinge. The other hinges had been ripped out. Both door and frame were painted a bright red that made them even more conspicuous.

There were two sets of tracks. One was of a two-legged creature. Possibly a human, from the size and shape of the tracks. Its tracks led to the door and ended there. The other set reach the door, stop, and then move onward, past the door. They continue for a short ways, and then move off the path. They were made by a four-legged creature, possibly a cat, though one much, much larger than Souja2.

We left it there, not caring to examine it too closely. Torne, I think, learned some caution in the tower. I am glad for that, mostly. It was a part of who he was, and it is sad to see a bit of that die, but it will help the rest of him to live longer.


Footnotes

1. The concept of balance is very important in Baro culture. Balance involves moderation, self-discipline, and consistency in thought and action.

2. Clearly, identification of the four-legged creature is impossible. The door, however, is most likely a broken portal, of the kind used by the Lybers, dimension-spanning merchants who create doors that lead to their shops. They've often tried setting up entryways into the Ravelwoods, but have met with limited success, largely due to the influence of the Trading Company.
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Skalday, Twenty-first Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Sixty-Third Day in the Trees

We encountered a strange man while we took our dinner today.

He seems mostly human, except for a pair of tree-branch horns coming from his forehead, a bit like the graceful, horselike creatures I have seen before. There is something wild about him, and a bit dangerous.

His skin is darker than Torne's. His hair is dark, and just a little bit curly. He wears furs. He said that he would touch nothing that came from a sheep. He carries a long spear.

He said to call him Benadam. His mouth curled up sardonically when he said this, as though laughing at a private joke.

It is strange. He is a hunter, clearly, and was carrying a brace of rabbits over one shoulder when he walked up to our camp. He said that he been hunting for as long as he can remember. But when he saw the vegetables we had gathered this morning, he fell on them as though he were a starving man.

I asked him if he traveled alone. He said that he had been alone for a very long time. He tells us that he is not afraid of anyone or anything. Animals, he tells me, do not dare to harm him.

Is this magic, perhaps? Souja seems to like him, though she does not play with him as she does with Torne or with me.

Torne looks uneasy. He knows something about this stranger, I think. I will ask him after Benadam goes to sleep.
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Erevday, Twenty-first Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Sixty-Fourth Day in the Trees

Torne told me a strange story last night. He told of a wandering huntsman, with the horns of a "stag" on his head. The huntsman sometimes leads great hunts through forests1. The story is told far and wide, and the name and character of the huntsman changes from place to place. Sometimes, the huntsman is a god. Sometimes he is a vengeful ghost. Whatever his nature, he is a dangerous man to come across. He either inveigles people into his hunt, or else they become his prey. Torne is worried Benadam is this hunter, and believes that we are in danger.

I agree that it might be dangerous, but it might be more dangerous to try to run. If he is as great a huntsman as Torne believes, then he will track us. Better that we know where he is.

At least Benadam is proving useful enough for the moment. He provided us with a wild pig for our dinner. We spent most of our time looking for vegetables and fruits for him. He accepted these gladly. I wonder why he became a hunter, when he clearly prefers the fruits of the earth to the beasts of the woods.

He talked a great deal about various animals in this forest. He is a formidable hunter, if his stories are to be believed. He has hunted dragons, griffons, elephants, and stranger creatures. He tells of a creature with a hard shell and terrible pincers2. It had threatened a small village, and so he had hunted it down. He did not tell of the kill, but he told us much of how he had hunted it, tracking it to its lair. He talked about how he watched its habits to know the best time to strike. He told us of the valley he used for his battle, but very little on the battle itself. "And then I killed it." Nothing more.

It is like that in all of the hunts he recounts. The chase, the tracking, but nothing on the kill. Torne did not press him. Nor did I. Neither of us wanted to bring the subject to killing.


Footnotes

1. The best account of the Wild Hunt is by Transitive Norton, who spent several years in the Hunt.

2. A giant arachnid or crustacean of some sort?
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Skyday, Twenty-second Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Sixty-Eighth Day in the Woods

Souja has left. We searched and called to her for an hour, but there was no sign of her. We knew we had to go.

When I knew that she had left, I felt something strange.

I had expected to feel sad. I had expected to feel lonely. And I do. I feel both of those things. But I feel something else much stronger. Pride.

Souja, whom I kept safe in my hands, is now strong. She is now become a huntress, and will find her own way. I do not need to worry for her any longer. I believe that she will be fine. She will thrive. And perhaps she will find others of her kind, and become a mother in time, like the one I so wrongly killed.

I remember when she was a baby, and could fit so easily in my hand. I remember the first rat she brought me. I remember how she would wrestle with my hand, and bite my fingers. I remember so many things about her.

I will miss her. Caring for her was difficult, but it made me happy. I enjoyed hearing her purring next to my head while she slept. I enjoyed her rubbing against my hand. I enjoyed watching her explore the forest around us. But it is best for her that she finds her own way. I cannot be too sad, knowing that she goes where she was meant to be.

Water on your journey, Souja. Stars to guide your steps.
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Byrday, Twenty-second Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Seventieth Day in the Trees

I am almost entirely female now. I do not think I will grow any more. My hips are wide enough to pass eggs. My scales are the color of bronze. My insides no longer feel wrong. Different, but not unsettled as they did. I feel more balanced than I have since I began this journey. I do not know if I will make it home, but I will survive.

We came to another river as we walked today.

It was wide, and moved slowly. There were fish in the water, which we considered catching for our dinner. In the end, we decided it would be better to seek our dinner elsewhere. We didn't want to eat something that lived so close to the bridge nearby. Bridges should not be made from bones.

The bones were of all different sizes. Some seemed to come from creatures larger than myself, others seemed to come from fieldmice. There were a number of skulls set in it. They formed an arched bridge over the water. Most were solidly connected by some unknown grey material. Others were tied to the bridge by some sort of string or twine, and swung in the breeze1. We did not venture too close. Instead, we swam to the other side.

We walked quickly away from the bridge. I do not wish to think about the sort of people who would make such a bridge. I hope we do not meet them.

At least we saw a more pleasant sight this afternoon. We were in the sort of forest with little underbrush, but many plants growing in the hollows of the trees. I saw a moving flash of color, and saw a bird light on a branch not too far from me. It was a beautiful, with blue and green feathers, and a long, colorful tail2. It stared back at me for a moment, and then it was gone.

Such a strange forest.


Footnotes

1. Such bridges were a common sight at that time, as the powry population boomed before being balanced by a resurgence of giants.

2. Most likely a male Quetzal, probably of the pharomachrus genus.
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Skalday, Twenty-second Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Seventy-First Day in the Woods

We are in a dark part of the woods today. The trees above us grow close together, their branches intertwining to form a dense roof1. Occasionally glints of light from up above prove it is day, but I have to use my lamp to see.

Occasionally, small creatures will move near our feet, too quickly for us to see just what they are. There are sounds from beyond the reach of the light, things not as large as Torne, but larger than a rabbit. They seem to be keeping their distance for now. They are probably curious. Still… It is disquieting, to hear these things, but not to see them. Even with the light from the lantern, there is little I can tell about our surroundings. It is like being in a cave or an unlit building.

The trees around us are covered by a thick, leprous-seeming fungus. Ropy white strings fall from the trees like hairs. Mushrooms of all kinds are evident. The cloying smell of rotting leaves is almost overwhelming.

Long, wormlike creatuers occasionally move through the leaf litter. I thought they were snakes the first time I saw them, but they are covered in thick slime, and far too flexible to be serpents. Their bodies are long and black, with small white feelers at one end2. One coiled around Torne's ankle and he nearly fell over trying to get it off. The slime numbed his skin, and it was an hour before he had full feeling in that foot again. His trousers are now tucked into his boots. Fortunately, my scales seem to provide some defense againt them. That, or perhaps I am not susceptible to their poison.

We are sleeping in a hollow formed by two trees that fell against each other. We cleared the ground of leaves, and set up our camp. We will both be watching carefully tonight. There's no telling what might find us here.


Footnotes

1. Triple-canopy rain forest, from the sound of it.

2. Numbworms (petescus torpeus), a small but very dangerous creature that prefers to live in damp caves and particularly dense stretches of forest.
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Erevday, Twenty-second Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Seventy-Second Day in the Trees

We remain in the darkness. It is a strange place. I begin to see better in the dark, as does Torne, though we still need the lamp. But we now see things further from it. There are strange creatures in this dark environment.

Today, we saw something very pale moving through the gloom. It was only a faint white smudge on the edge of our vision at first, but gradually came into view. It moved on four legs, and had sparse near-transparent hair on bone-white skin. It had four legs, each ending on large, thick feet with long toes ending in small claws. Its ears were wonders to behold, twice the size of its head, and ribbed to support their own weight. Little tendrils grew from its nose, and when it touched nose to earth, they twisted about, as though searching. There were no eyes in its head, nor was there any place to put them. Where sockets should have been, there was only blank skin. When it neared us, its head shot up suddenly, and it gave a series of warbling yips, cocking its ears as it did so. It turned to face us directly, and then ran off, releasing a cloud of dust from the decaying leaves. We heard another series of yips a bit later from much further away, though I cannot be certain that it was the same one1.

There are spiders here, too. They are not so large as a tarantula in body size, but their legs are much longer, stretching as wide as my two hands together. They are grey in color, like dust. Their webs are odd. Instead of stretching between two places, they dangle like veils from the branches2. It would be sure to be moved terribly in the wind, except… Except that there is no wind now. There is not so much as a breeze. The air is still and dead in this place. Strange. I cannot remember just when the wind stopped. I am sure there was wind when we last saw sky, but I cannot remember when it stopped blowing around us.


Footnotes

1. I do not recognize the species, but it seems to have some form of echolocation. Some relative of the bat, perhaps, or a land-dwelling cetacean?

2. Again, not a species I'm familiar with. Their webs remind me of certain species of fly larvae that capture prey using strands of silk suspended from the ceilings of caves.
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Chroday, Twenty-second Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Seventy-Fourth Day in the Trees

Three days in this place. It begins to grow wearysome. This place is like a tomb, a place where old ghosts linger. There are few things here to eat, and most of it is unpalatable. The fungus lives on the rotting leaves, the small worms live on the fungus, larger worms feed on the smaller worms, flying, stinging kreshli feed on the large worms, and the spiders feed on the kreshli. There are larger creatures like the eyeless thing we saw, but most of them remain far from us. But these are small things, minor dangers. We have learned that there are worse things in these woods.

I sometimes forget that Torne knows more about the dangers of these woods than I. Despite his sometimes cavalier attitude, he saved me once again today.

We had been walking for many hours when we came across a group of trees. Even in the dim light, we could see something was unusual about them. For one thing, they grew straight, like nails driven upwards from the ground. For another, they were small, stunted things with few leaves or branches. They seemed as though they had been damaged somehow, perhaps by disease, or merely by the absence of light. There were very few young trees in this part of the forest.

I was about to take a closer look, but Torne advised caution. There was something about the trees that he did not like. "Stay back from the trees, take care. There's more than your eye sees, beware." Staying well away from the closest of these strange trees, he took a stick and knocked one of the larger worms into the midst of them. It landed with a wet thump, muffled slightly by the everpresent leaf litter.

The closest tree split lengthwise along its middle, and a long, thick pink tongue shot out, hitting the worm with such force that the leaves around it flew up in a cloud. The tongue immediately retracted back into the tree, the worm stuck to its tip1. I wasn't sure that it could actually lift something of my size, but nor did I really want to experiment.

I noticed the way the path wound between them, but never passed near any one of them. Experimenting with more worms, we discovered that none of theses trees, if trees they were, could quite reach the path. Carefully, keeping as close to the middle of the path as possible, we walked through them. We held each other, in case the trees should take one of us, that the weight of the other might dissuade it. Occasionally one would snap, the tongue coming within a foot of us. Once, it startled me so that I jumped to the right, and was nearly hit by a second tongue from a tree on that side of the path. We did not move again for several minutes, hardly daring to breathe.

When we were at last through, my heart felt as though it had been held tightly by some invisible fist and then suddenly released. I almost collapsed. We decided to go a little further, and then rest. Once we could no longer hear the tongues slapping into the ground, we rested, feeling drained.


Footnotes

1. Some sort of animal, clearly. Obviously an ambush predator of some sort, waiting for prey to get close enough to catch with those tongues. I wonder if the "tree trunks" are a part of the animal, something the animal builds around itself, or perhaps something that forms naturally that the animal takes advantage of. And are they completely immobile? Presumably, if the trunks are part of the creature, they are rooted in the ground, as though they were truly trees. Yes, the trunk itself must be well anchored to the ground to compensate for the force of that "tongue." Otherwise, it would tip over each time.
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Marday, Twenty-third Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Seventy-Fifth Day in the Trees

This place seems to grow cramped, more closed-in. Torne says it is no smaller than it was yesterday or the day before, but I still feel as though the trees are closing in on me, as though there was not enough air. The stale air seems too thick to breathe. I wish I had a wind, or some sunlight, or even another animal. We hear things, yes, we hear things moving, but never in reach of the lamp's light. Worse, we are beginning to run low of oil. If we do not find our way out of this cave of trees soon, we will be lost in the darkness.

Torne occasionally says some bit of doggerel and cracks a smile, but it is a fragile cheer, forced and artificial. He has not truly sung since the sun was banished by the thick, cursed branches that twist and knit themselves above our heads. We stood this morning for nearly an hour where a small beam of sun made it through the branches. When it vanished, blocked by branches overhead, we nearly came to despair.

Occasionally we hear the warbling yips of the eyeless creatures that haunt this place. Bats flutter around, occasionally catching in the loose webs that hang from the trees1. Their high-pitched screams take on a new intensity, then, until the spider arrives to end it. The screams kept me awake last night, as I tried to sleep. I would be almost asleep when I would hear them, and their fluttering as they tried to free themselves. I found myself hating them, praying the spiders would kill them quickly. What is this place doing to me?

I think my senses are playing tricks on me. Today, I was holding the lantern in front of me. On the path ahead, I looked at my shadow on the ground. It was a moment before I realized it should be behind me. Then, and I am sure that I saw this, it fluttered off of the ground and flew into the darkness2. Was this another magic, or some strange beast? Or am I going mad?

I also imagine I hear things muttering just beyond the limits of our vision. I can make out no words, just a low murmur. The sounds of an animal? I could almost swear there was intelligible speech behind it, if I could just listen closely enough. But they always move away before we can get close enough.


Footnotes

1. Fairly small bats, presumably. Almost certainly of the order microchiroptera, given the sounds they make.

2. Some sort of spirit, perhaps? Possibly a related phenomenon to the Tatterghast, though presumably less dangerous.
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Skyday, Twenty-third Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Seventy-Sixth Day in the Trees

There are people out there, we now know. They step carefully, for there are very few traces, but they made a mistake. We moved slowly for what must have been an hour, and then ran forward. We heard them scatter, but they were not expecting us to move so quickly. We found an area where the leaves had been disturbed. There were footprints. We moved other leaves, and found more.

They seem to be two-legged, from what we could see. Their feet are long, and widen quite a bit toward the front. Their feet end in long claws that dig into the soil and pierce the leaves. I imagine their feet are very tough, or else the worms that crawl among the leaves would give them problems.

They are never far away now, since we found proof that they are out there. Occasionally we can make out a word, though we do now know their meanings. "Karetsa," we might hear, or "Scafice." What are they thinking? Are they angry? Are they afraid? What will they do?

Fortunately, they show no intention of entering the light. I think perhaps they are sensitive to it. Perhaps they have large eyes, to be able to see in this place1. So that gives us protection.

Until the lamp runs out, at least.


Footnotes

1. Once again, I must say it's a pity Aframos was not a proper naturalist. She had an excellent mind for observation and deduction.
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From the Journal of Aframos Longjourney, Pilgrim

With notes by Avos Torr, Scholar of Rheve Library

Rokday, Twenty-third Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Seventy-Seventh Day in the Trees

The creatures are closing in. Now we can hear them quite well, though they speak very softly. We see the occasional glimmer of light from their eyes, or, increasingly, from bits of metal on the ends of poles. Spears, I suspect. Their bodies are not large. Though their feet are larger than Torne's, they stand only as tall as his chest. They stand hunched over. Their shoulders seem very large, though I cannot tell if that is natural or if they wear something over them.

An hour ago, one gave a loud, tail-curling scream. I puffed up involuntarily. It is fortunate that Torne made my robes loose. They did not make the sound again for half an hour. Now there is one just getting ready to make the sound. What is it? A warcry? A warning? Or is it some strange greeting?

No, if this were simply a greeting, they would not have come in such numbers, armed with spears. I wish I knew why they were doing this. Are they angry? Frightened? Or merely hungry? If I knew, perhaps I could convince them not to attack.

Torne has taken from his pack a club, made from a dark, heavy wood. I have the dagger given to me by Twisthorn. If they attack, well, we will not go down alone. It is small comfort, but at least they can be sure they will remember us for some time to come.

The lamp is growing dimmer now. We thought to build a fire, but this place is so dry, Torne fears that it would create a blaze that would overtake us. We cannot get a fire to light. There is only enough oil left for another hour's light, no more. Then the darkness will cover us. Then we will learn their intentions.
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From the Journal of Aframos Longjourney, Pilgrim

With notes by Avos Torr, Scholar of Rheve Library

Tresday, Twenty-third Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Eighty-First Day in the Trees

It is good to write in my Journal again. Indeed, it is good to see my journal in the light of day again, and not have to grope around in the darkness.

It has been four days since the lamp ran out of oil. We thought that we were in for a terrible fight. Indeed, we were, for the Capalan believed we were demons, sent by the Light Ones to destroy them. The Capalan were, of course, the people whom we were so afraid of. We did not know that, of course. We only knew that, when the lamp died, we heard them rush forward, all of them screaming at once.

And then they stopped, barely ten feet from us. I was right about their eyes. They can see in the darkwoods, though they have no knowledge of colors. But they still could see us well enough, now that they were no longer blinded by the light. And they saw the bracelets we wore.

I still don't understand the significance of the bracelets, but it had a powerful effect on the Capalan. They immediately began to rush around us. They started to make concilliatory noises at us, coming forward with empty hands. When they realized we could not see, they guided us to their camp. We were suspicious at first, but they were not attacking, and we decided it would be best not to fight at that point. Besides, they had already taken our packs with them.

There was only one there who spoke the trade language, an ancient capal who had to be carried there in a litter. Srebek explained that the bracelets signified, among other things, that we were hreshelan. A hreshel is one who is followed by strong forces, or as he put it, "great things, happen they when stop hreshelan by to places. Stop you by to here, are we very glad. Us for good luck." He is actually a very intelligent speaker, but he tends to use the grammar of his own language.1

They were willing to guide us to the end of the darkwoods, or at least as close as they could come. They cannot venture too closely to the places where sun streams past the branches, for fear that it will blind them. Still, they know some need more light to see than they do, and understood our need. I think they pity us, believing as they do that the lighted world is full of demons and monsters, more terrible than anyone could imagine.

It took four days to reach the end of the darkwoods, four days of scrambling through the leaf litter, tripping over roots, and crawling about on all fours. The last five hours was spent alone, our guide having left us behind then. We had a bad few minutes until we finally reached the first, dim light that led us forward.

We cautiously made our way through, and then, ahead of us, we saw bright light. At first, it seemed like the sun was shining directly into our eyes, so accustomed had we become to the darkness. Then, as we crept closer, our eyes gradually adjusted. We could see the green. Green! A bright, blessed green. And flowers. Reds, yellows, blues and purples. I had not realized how much I had missed colors until I saw them again. We rushed forward then, until we stood blinking in the sunlight, laughing. Torne danced, and leapt, and fell into the flowers, letting their pollen dust him until his clothes were streaked with yellow.

The road is clear ahead of us. We are surrounded by trees, yes, but these are lively trees, and the wind is blowing through them. I feel the wind blowing around me as well. I could sit for an hour just breathing in the fresh air. I built a small shrine by the side of the road to whatever god created this breeze.

We made camp not far away. It was only afternoon, but it seemed that we could use a rest among the flowers. I feel much better for it. Tomorrow is soon enough for us to get underway again.


Footnotes

1. Their language has some similarities with Vernean. Also, their inability to speak fluent Trade Tongue speaks to a resistance to mental alteration. Together, these would imply the capalan are apes of the genusLatratus. Therefore, I would tentatively name themLatratus capalai.
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From the Journal of Aframos Longjourney, Pilgrim

With notes by Avos Torr, Scholar of Rheve Library

Chroday, Twenty-third Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Eighty-Second Day in the Trees

I looked into the book again. It remains mostly incomprehensible, but today there were a few interesting passages.

On the first page, I was able to read, "In a hill, over a lake, there was a tomb. And in this tomb there lived a man named Eljer Whelve. He was not the intended resident of the tomb. That worthy was near the back, in a casket, and though he was not dead, neither did he live. Neither of them had left the tomb in over a hundred years. The king couldn't, and Eljer was afraid. He feared death, and age, for only the tomb's magic sustained him…" It is indecipherable after that. There is a picture of a cave in a hill, surrounded by twisty branches and old underbrush. A human's face peaks out from the opening, and I can almost smell myrrh rising from the page.

I wonder if it is a true story? Torne says that this is not the first such king he has heard of. Apparently, some kings choose to remain behind in case their people need them again1. I do not like the idea very much. Magic can grant immortality, true, but it is rarely satisfactory in the long run. I would not like to be the one to pay the price.

The other entries are more cryptic, and scattered throughout the book. "…they wear the bones of their enemies, but be not fooled, for they are of the blood…" "Walking in sunlight, the pair moved where their friends could not." "…final price will be a friendship. Will you know in time?" Next to that last, there is a picture of chains and an open hand.

It is strange, but I think that if I could just read the rest of the text, I would understand everything, including who gave us this book.

I've also begun carving Torne's walking stick. I believe I will carve his face into the top of it, where there is a thick knob of wood. Lower down, I will carve leaves and bells, I think. Hopefully, he will be pleased when I am finished.


Footnotes

1. If you travel in the woods long enough, the odds that you will encounter one of these tombs becomes a near-certainty. They are all over the woods, and contain all manner of kings, knights, wizards and emperors, all waiting for the day when they will be needed again. Should you find yourself accidentally intruding on such a place, first take care not to run afoul of magical or physical traps. Even if they're no longer fully operational by the time you arrive (and they likely won't be), they may still destabilize the tomb, causing either a collapse or a chronotic unwinding event. If you meet with a guardian of the tomb, or with its occupant, remember that it's impolite to tell them that the time has come when it really hasn't. It's not funny, and it causes headaches all around.
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From the Journal of Aframos Longjourney, Pilgrim

With notes by Avos Torr, Scholar of Rheve Library

Marday, Twenty-fourth Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Eighty-Third Day in the Trees

Today, I learned a bit more of Torne.

He will not tell me how he came to be in the woods, but at least he told me more of himself. He is of a people who build boats and travel on rivers. They have no homeland of their own, but move through the lands of others, trading as they go. He grew up on his uncle's boat, learning that trade. I asked if all of his people dressed as he did1. He laughed for a moment, and then said that while few dressed quite as he did, they did like clothes with several colors.

He then pointed to a butterfly. It was a pale blue with yellow eyespots on its wings, with a wingspan the length of one of his fingers. "That is where we get our fashion," he said. "The original trendsetters themselves!"

I thought he was joking, but he told me a legend among his people.

"Long ago, the first people came to be. They were not human. There were no humans then, nor Baro, nor dawarai, nor the pale ones. There was only one people in those days, and they are the ancestors of all the rest.

"The youngest daughter of the first man was called Illuen. She was beautiful, but was very proud. They wore clothing even then, but it was simple, plain, and unpleasant to look upon.

"So she went to the flowers and the plants, and asked if they would lend her their color. They loved her, and so did as she asked, letting some changing her clothing until they had every color in them. It looked better now, but it was not enough. Drape colorful rags on yourself, and they are still rags.

"She next went to the lion on his hill. She asked if he would cut the fabric into new shapes. The lion loved her, and did as she asked, letting her guide his claws over the fabric. Her clothes were now in regular shapes, but still were not enough. They merely covered her body, they did not match its shape.

"She went to old aunt spider, who had given them the first fabric, and asked if she could help her to put the pieces of back together in a new shape. Unlike the flowers or the lion, she had no special love for Illuen. But she loved beauty, and for beauty's sake she agreed. She created silk, with which Illuen sewed the fabric together, using a thorn as a needle. Finally, Illuen had her new clothing, the first dress.

"She was very proud of her dress, and walked through the forest, eager to show it off to the other people. However, before she could reach the village, she was met by the spirit of an oak tree.

"Now, even then, this oak spirit was very old. She was almost as old as aunt spider, but she did not love beauty. She hated it, for she had been beautiful once. She set upon Illuen, tearing her dress to shreds. 'There!' she said. 'Now no one will see your pretty clothing.'

"Illuen did not cry, for the first of the Really Bad Things had yet to happen, and the first tear had yet to be shed. But she was sad that none of the others would get to see the dress she had worked so hard on.

"The spirits of the air saw all of this. They had watched as Illuen had worked so hard, and felt it wasn't fair for something that meant so much to her to be destroyed. They could not repair the dress, but they could let others see what she had done. They gave life to the shreds of the dress, until they began to move. They became the first butterflies, and they have brought beauty to the world ever since.

"Illuen would go on to make other dresses, and invent other new styles of clothing, becoming the mother of tailors and seamstresses.

"As for the old oak spirit, the other spirits took pity on her. She was reborn as the first pine, a tree that is beautiful even in the winter. In the end, the spirit would learn that it wasn't beauty that made her happy… but that is another story."

It was an interesting story. It is a strange thought, that all peoples could be descended from the same tribe2. I find it to be unlikely, myself. Humans are far more like apes than they are like Baro, as we are more like dragons or lizards. Still, I would not be ashamed to share some kinship with Torne, Srebek, Maish, Twisthorn, or any of the people I have met on my journey.


Footnotes

1. Fools and other traveling entertainers are often dressed in bright, garish clothing, which serves as a warning to others, much like certain poisonous frogs.

2. Of course, all species are believed to be related, if not as closely as Torne's story would indicate. With the exception of the Revision and Oversight Committee, naturally.
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From the Journal of Aframos Longjourney, Pilgrim

With notes by Avos Torr, Scholar of Rheve Library

Skyday, Twenty-fourth Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Eighty-Fourth Day in the Trees

I think that Torne has been hurt terribly.

Not physically, at least not in any permanent fashion, but in his mind and his heart. He laughs, he smiles, but there is something just on the edge of his smile, at the back of his eyes, like something hunted. I had not noticed it before, but he does not sleep wrapped up very tightly in the blankets. He always loosens them before going to sleep. When we make camp, his eyes keep moving, as though searching for some hidden danger. Were these things there before, or did I simply not notice them until now?

Last night, he woke up screaming. There was a moment when he didn't seem to know me, or where he was. He tore the blankets from his body, and huddled against a tree. He didn't speak for a moment, and then told me it was merely a bad dream. A bad dream, perhaps, but no mere horodach. No, this was a tredach or a naroda1. Since he did not chant any prophecies, I must assume it was a tredach. What happened to him, that he should have so much fear? Why does he hide it so carefully? I knew there were things he did not wish to speak of, but I had not realized how terrible his fears might be. I will need to be careful with him. I wish my second-father were here. He would know the words that would unlock those fears, and he would know how to enter Torne's dachraim to help him conquer them. I wish that I could ward his soul so easily.

All I can do is listen well, and hope that when the time comes, he will trust me. He has saved me several times, as I have saved him. He is not clan, but he is as close a friend as I could wish, and it tears me inside to know he is in pain.

This morning, he was himself again, making little songs. But there was a crack in his mask. He seemed too intent to convince me, and was therefore not convincing at all. But if he does not wish to broach the subject now, I will let it rest. It will do no good to force him, and may do harm.


Footnotes

1. The Baro have a hierarchy of dreams. A horodach, literally a fog dream, is a mild nightmare. A tredach is a fear or terror dream, and much worse. Finally, a naroda, which translates very roughly to trance, is a state in which one spouts visions. Like many nomadic, spiritualistic cultures, Baro are highly susceptible to prophecy and other undesirable magical effects.
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From the Journal of Aframos Longjourney, Pilgrim

With notes by Avos Torr, Scholar of Rheve Library

Byrday, Twenty-fourth Cycle, Seventh Year, 81st Turn

Eighty-Sixth Day in the Trees

We are currently staying in the home of a tree.

It says we may call it Branching Early. It is not its name, but it says that its name cannot be spoken. It can be smelled, and felt, and digested, but it cannot be said, because that it not the language of the trees, which is passed from root to root, all across the forest. Branching Early is a very rough approximation of his name, much as Rising-Whistle-Two-Clicks was a rough approximation of the name of Twisthorn's friend.

It is a fruit tree, bearing something called a wise plum1. It offered several to us, which I ate. Torne begged off, looking somewhat nauseous. He told me privately he did not like the idea of eating something that grew from a person. I understand the sentiment, but Branching Early was very insistent.

It speaks by means of a bellows and something that resembles a metal horn attached to a flute. Branches work the bellows while the finger-like twigs work the "instrument." Its voice squeals somewhat, but it is not unpleasant. It is almost like music, in fact.

I fear we noticed the instrument before we noticed Branching Early. We were examining it when the branches moved, and the tree said hello. We were taken aback, I must admit. Still, it has made an effort. It made a face, of sorts, in its trunk. A thick, short branch makes a nose, with two boles for eyes, and bumps on the trunk suggesting a mouth, eyebrows, and even cheekbones. It's a somewhat human face. Torne says it looks like a very old man, which Branching Early said was appropriate, for it is a very old tree.

It sees with its leaves, actually, and hears with small fluid-filled boles in its wood that move with the sound. Apparently, several of the other wise plum trees learned how to do this and told the rest. They communicate very quickly with each other, and these new senses had given them much more to discuss. They had already had senses of touch, of scent, and several others that were useful to trees. After some effort, they had figured out the Trade Language. They had written at first, and then, when a young smith from a town far away figured out how to make the instruments, learned to speak. There were only a few trees that had them. Branching Early was given one in consideration for its great age and wisdom, it informed us proudly.

It was very accommodating towards us, in fact. It only asked that we be very careful about our campfires, and not to cut down wise plums for firewood. Those were the reasons they had gone to all the effort of learning to hear, to see, and finally to talk. They could do a certain amount of effort to resist being turned into firewood or lumber, but they were almost powerless about forest fires. They now were determined to instruct everyone in the woods about the dangers of uncontrolled fire. Branching Early said (perhaps a bit wistfully) that there is also some small hope that some enterprising soul will discover a surefire cure for bark beetles, but it was not so confident about that.

Our own campfire was all that Branching Early could hope, thanks largely to Torne, who knows of such things. We keep it ringed with stones and clear brush back from it, that it does not get out of our control. Branching was very grateful to us, and offered more of its plums. Torne is claiming he's allergic. No matter. They taste good, and this means there is more for me.


Footnotes

1. The Wise Plum (Prunus sapiens) are very cordial hosts. However, take care not to use fire carelessly, or to otherwise show a lack of care for the tree's sensitivities. Bovi Estuard's paperFive Days With Many Flowersis an excellent primer for anyone planning to visit one of these unusual vegetable intelligences.





  
    
      The Haskhakian Inscriptions

      The Haskhahian Inscriptions are a group of clay tablets found in Northern Iran by Archaeologist Arayn Haskhak, which were the holy dogma of a religious group which was prevalent in the area from 2500 BCE to 1800 BCE. It has rules and guidelines for everyday worship, myths, religious ceremonies, social codes, and astronomical charts. It is written in a local dialect of Sumerian.

    

  
    Kahek And The Seven Brothers



From the start, Kahek ruled the stars, He hefted the planet and gazed unto it. His Voice1 led all, and He ruled benevolently from His chair above Um'Rahak.2

In His power, He created the first humans, The Seven Brothers; Umla - Who rose the crops and birthed the animals, Talme - Who focused the Sun and bought down water from Um'Rahak, L'ma - Who led the night and all who bask in it, Du Samati - Who Meditates Night and Day, Tak'aw - Who enriched the land and formed the mountains, De'se - Who gave voice to all of Kahek's creatures, and Ve, the unspoken. Ve is the Unrighteous Son, who if not satiated in His thirst for praise, will prowl the land and kill Kahek's righteous.

Kahek marveled upon His Sons, even Ve, who disregarded His Father and killed all with glee. Kahek was angered with this, and Ve fled, escaping Kahek's wrath, and to this day He kills any who do not praise Him.

Kahek created Six Daughters for His Six Righteous Sons and they populated the land creating the cities and the farms, and Kahek was pleased.

Kahek, retreated from the Plane of Men, using His Voice to tell his Sons 'Guide the Earth and all who Live upon it, Do how you shall to stop Ve, but until then, Never stop Praising Him.'[Sic]

The Six Righteous Sons followed His Word, and They led the Varied Folk.


Footnotes

1. Kahek's 'Voice' seems to be how he displayed his power.

2. Seemingly 'Heaven'





  
    Invocation of Kahek



I give praise to Thee Oh Kahek

You who shapes the skies to Your Thoughts

And bends the land at a Whim

I give my wealth to Thee Oh Kahek

So that I may fully love and fully worship You

And free myself from earthly bonds

I give my body to Thee Oh Kahek

For my body is nothing beneath Your Power

And the flesh only impedes me

I give my mind to Thee Oh Kahek

As my mind cannot comprehend Your Grace

And is not necessary for my duties

I give my soul to Thee Oh Kahek

For my soul is Your beautiful Creation

And I am unworthy of it

I give my life to Thee Oh Kahek

For alive my love for You is limited and vain

And soon I will be free

Translator's Note – Priests of Kahek spent between ten and fifty years in a temple devoted to studying and communing with the gods. Once finished, they were ritually sacrificed in order to help them grow closer to Kahek. This invocation was recited by them at the beginning of service and during the sacrifice.



  
    A Hand, An Eye, A Tooth





One day Sita, youngest of the six Daughters, went for a walk in the forest and came upon Tiger, who was dying of hunger. In the shade he lay, pitifully mewling for food. His body was withered, his fur tattered and dull. He had been transformed from a mighty king of the jungle to a harmless kitten. Sita knelt next to him and began to stroke his neck. “What is wrong Tiger?” she asked, “Why have you so hungry?”
Tiger growled, “It's that damned Monkey. He has stolen my teeth and fled from these parts, leaving me unable to hunt. For two weeks I tried to somehow catch food, but now I am too weak to even move.”

Sita thought about this. “If you do not have teeth of your own, please take mine.” So she plucked her teeth from her mouth and gave them to Tiger before moving on.

After walking for a while longer, she came across Boar, who was crying in a field. “What is wrong Boar?” she asked, “Are you hurt?”

Boar sniffed. “It is my eyes, Lady Sita. All around me there are predators and danger, but I can barely see them, for my vision is dim, so I fear I will die.”

Sita thought about this. “If your eyes are so poor, please take mine.” So she plucked her eyes from her head and gave them to Boar before moving on.

Though she was now blind, she was not afraid as she walked through the forest, for she had been through it many times before and knew it by heart. Down the path she walked, until she heard crying in the distance. Ahead of her, she found Fox. “Fox, why do you cry?” she asked.

Fox looked up at her. “I have just realized, Lady Sita, that I have no hands, and without hands I cannot use tools. Without tools, I cannot aspire to great things in life- I will remain forever a forest savage.”

Sita thought about this. “If you have no hands, please take mine.” So she carefully removed each of her hands and gave them to Fox. Satisfied with her work, she decided to return home to her husband De'se, who gives voice to all of Kahek's creatures.

Upon seeing what His wife had done to herself, De'se was horrified, for He knew in his infinite wisdom that no god can have a wife who is disfigured. He ordered Sita to return to the forest and take back her eyes, teeth, and hands, but she refused. Enraged, De'se went to His chambers and retrieved a knife. Sita tried to flee, but Mighty De'se struck her down with a single blow. He looked down upon her body and, upon realizing what He had done, began to weep. His howls of fury and anguish shook the valley and pushed the land around him down to form valleys. Then He took the body of His wife and began to walk. Where He walked to, nobody knows, but De'se, who gives voice to all of Kahek's creatures never again returned to our lands, and to this day the animals remain voiceless.



  
    
      Elementals

      Several fragments of this particular work have been found and added to the Library by members of the Serpent's Hand.

    

  
    Elemental Typology



Notes: The following excerpts are from the book Elementals, which was found with only pages six and ten intact inside an abandoned general store located next to a partially decayed piece of highway. It has been annotated by several scholars.



The first type of elemental is the wraith.1 It is the stereotypical elemental, with a (usually) humanoid body made up of element it is associated with. Wraiths are almost always elementals of non-solid elements. Most fire, electricity, solar, and air elementals fall into this type. Wraiths typically appear emaciated, almost skeletal, with elongated, sharp fingers and gangly arms and legs. Body shape varies, though they’re usually tall, and, as mentioned above, thin. The definitive way to tell a wraith, though, is that it is completely homogenous. There is no significant change in color or texture.

The abilities of wraiths are primarily geared towards entropy and destruction. Fire wraiths can burn through entire forests, easily producing maelstroms of flame that reduce anything in their path to ash. Electricity wraiths short-circuit complex electrical systems and cause large-scale blackouts. Air wraiths produce tornados or hurricanes. Being made out of the element they are associated with, they of course are immune to it, and indeed sometimes draw strength from being near it. As a result the opposing element is something they are extremely vulnerable to, and two wraiths of equal power and opposing elements can cancel each other out simply by being compacted together.

Unfortunately, wraiths are also the most likely to use their abilities for entropy and destruction.2.] Their intelligences can be classified nearly universally as non-human and amoral,3 and frequently appear to consider spreading destruction wrought by their element to be morally desirable. The very few non-humanoid wraiths are even stranger, with their (always predatory) instincts taking hold. Despite this poor record, some wraiths (especially old ones) have been known to be friendly to other sapients. There are also rumors of wraiths being associated with prominent paranormal groups.

Wraith reproduction takes place in areas devastated by the element the wraith is associated with. Other wraiths will spontaneously arise from particularly damaged areas, fully grown. In some cases, however, wraiths will participate in ‘dances’ resulting in all wraiths merging and then splitting into smaller wraiths. James Picout witnessed a group of fire wraiths doing so in 1973 in the Kalahari and described “three narrow pillars of fire, with a deformed human head at the top made of fire, and thin arms and legs made of the same substance” manifest from the flames and “join in a slow, ethereal dance”, cumulating in the wraiths “flowing together and bursting apart in a flash that left me blind for a day”.

The second type of elemental is the golem,4 a creature similar to the wraith in that it is constructed of the element it is affiliated with but different both in body type and element. While a wraith is emaciated, composed of energy or liquid, and almost always humanoid, a golem is shaped like a fairly stout humanoid, with a dense body. Naturally, plant, earth, rock, crystal, and ice elementals usually fall into this type.

Golems typically have no facial features aside from two large eyes, though they can usually speak by causing vibrations of their own body or of any of their element that is nearby. The shape of golems differ, usually according to element- while some golems have quite angular bodies, others have smooth body shapes. This division is usually aligned along organic-inorganic lines, with golems of organic elements usually having smooth body shapes and golems of inorganic elements usually having angular ones.

Abilities of golems focus around creating things from their element. A rock golems, for example, can easily create stone structures by merely being in contact with rock. While golems are not normally capable of doing this with any degree of speed, resulting in low combat abilities, they are perfectly capable of being potent in their own way, usually by booby-trapping the area they live in. Golems can also change their own body shape to some degree—rock golems can become smooth or spiny at will.

For the most part, golems are perfectly content to live in quiet isolation, reproducing once every few centuries and spending the rest of their days creating things out of their element. Old golems are often noted artisans, though typical golem isolationist tendencies mean that most golems will never produce something for the purpose of use by someone else. Since golems are rather passive individuals,5 however, it’s not unknown for someone to simply walk into a golem's workshop, take something sitting in a corner gathering dust, and leave without incident.

Golems reproduce by manufacturing copies (which sometimes show significant changes) of them out of their element. Interestingly, their offspring are not always elementals. About forty percent of the time, they are golems, and only ten percent of those display sapience. Golems associating with civilizations will frequently sell their nonsapient offspring for use as labor.



Notes: Page six ends here. Page eight is heavily damaged by water, but the part below was decipherable upon restoration.



The last type of elemental is by far the most common, the most difficult to distinguish, and--usually--the most benign.

There are many creatures that appear to be normal, but are in truth elementals. Whether by genetic chance, by magical or technological accident, or by evolution, these creatures have elemental powers but cannot be physically told apart from their kin. While they are slightly influenced by their element, and often sapient when their species is not, their intelligences are easily comprehensible to the uninitiated mind.

They are elementals, and their abilities are legion, though usually highly limited in scope or weak. I have seen firefighters part blazes with a wave of their hand. I have seen bullets curve around police officers. I have seen gardeners who raised entire gardens from seed in seconds. I have seen priests who called down the power of the sun itself to smite those who opposed them.



Notes: Despite the heavy water damage found in the book, the area in question has barely experienced rainfall in the past century. Investigation of the writer reveals that he was found floating in a newly formed lake, drowned, after a particularly heavy storm. Witnesses all report flashes of lights of different colors, a cold snap, unusual behavior in animals, and a spike in plant growth.

Hand members exhumed the body and did an autopsy. In addition to drowning, the author appears to have suffered curious burn marks on the inside of his skull and had, inside his stomach, a mass of decomposed plant matter identified as briar.

All other copies of the book have been destroyed in unusual accidents. In one notable case, a copy was stored in a private collection and survived not one, but ten fires. The eleventh and final fire destroyed it, despite it being stored in a solid granite box one hundred meters away from flammable objects inside a building constructed of solid rock.



Notes: The following page fragment was given by an ash elemental on December 13, 1987, in repayment for being smuggled out of Foundation custody.

There are other types of elementals, besides the ones that immediately come to mind for most people. Beyond fire, water, ice, electricity, or even the greenfire, there are elementals of space and time, and elementals of emotions.

There are also elementals that do not belong here.

The elementals are at war with each other. Ever since the paths between worlds started opening, forces and substances that warp our reality have been being introduced. And their elementals have come with them. The ones currently in conflict are mostly wraiths, as those have the desire to make our universe like theirs, and their universe is completely alien to us. In other worlds, there is light that sticks to intelligent beings, there is fire that uses sentience as fuel, and there is water which isn’t wet.

No one can be sure when or how the invasion and contamination started. Whoever was there when it did is probably dead. What is known, however, is where, and where in this case appears to be Antarctica. Due to the extremely high concentration of wraiths (especially ones associated with blizzards), the invading wraiths have, for the most part, been contained. The gods also fight them, both out of altruism and self-preservation. No sooner are they found than they are destroyed.

But no system is perfect, and the wraiths do not only attack Earth. It cannot even be said for sure that the wraiths attacked Earth first. Falyx and Those Who Walk have had to organize entire militias to stop the wraiths and other, stranger beings coming from the same worlds the wraiths come from. The Land of the Waking Dreams has been invaded by nightmares from another world. The list of worlds that have full invasions of the creatures may be short, but the list of worlds that the creatures have been found in is long. Alpha Centauri. Utopia. The Sky-Realm. The Floating Mountains of Aschlaach. Lantrani. And any time that a window is opened to one of those worlds where the wraiths have gained a foothold, there is the chance that one of them will slip through to a new world, spreading their corruption.

The opening of the ways between worlds must be controlled. It is not a popular idea, but it is absolutely essential. And there are way to control the ways between worlds. There are machines, grand machines, built to keep the corruption at bay. They reinforce our reality, strengthening the walls between worlds. It is a terrible price, as there is much good that comes from beyond, but I fear there may be no choice.6


Footnotes

1. It should be noted that the author ignores the frequent overlap between what he terms 'wraiths' and what he terms 'golems'. It should also be noted that elementals themselves make little to no distinction, and when they do always refer to what are referred to as 'wraiths' in this manuscript as 'xals'.

2. While this is trueper se, xals are far less violent, and prits far moreso, than the writer makes out.

3. This depends on one's definition of 'nearly universally'; my encounters with wraiths have been most positive.

4. Or, when elementals make the distinction, a 'prit'.

5. Obviously the writer has never been attacked by an irritated elemental while trying to mine for copper.

6. This is… insane. No one would stand for such an idea. His machines would be smashed to pieces, the plans destroyed.





  
    On Elemental Fire



Every system not in stasis has fire, at least on some level. For most systems this fire is more or less metaphorical, never seen and the effects never felt, at least not directly1. But other systems manifest their fire in blatant, noticeable ways.

Most often this happens during ‘novas’, when the amount of change in a system undergoes a massive spike suddenly. If the evolution of flowering plants on Earth were speeded up to happen in hours, then one might see a novaing of greenfire. Such a nova would be short-lived, of course, since fire novas require a constantly changing system to be sustained. But during the process, the source of the fire (plants, in this case) would be reinforced by the fire. In this example, plants would grow rapidly—under the influence of greenfire, mature forests can grow in a few days.

When a fire nova does happen, it spreads along the source of the fire. When there is a greenfire nova, the greenfire leaps from plant to plant, spreading along all surfaces of living plant matter. The area affected by the fire is limited by how drastic the spike in the amount of change is; a Seeder device2, after having landed on a lifeless planet, can produce enough greenfire to cover the whole planet—one reason why they are used.



[…] the color of the fire is dependent on the source. Moonfire is softly luminescent silver, sunfire is golden with flecks of iridescent orange and red, greenfire is bright green, oceanfire is deep blue,[…]



In all my readings, I have only come across one way to contain fire: glass. The metaphysical properties of glass, once it is properly prepared, enable it to redirect metaphysical energy, so that metaphysical energy that would otherwise dissipate is forced back inwards. These properties are the reason glass is used by the planet bonsai masters of Barmal—the same individuals who first perfected the technique of containing fire.

The same technique can be used to imprison an elemental3. Because the glass may also be subjected to physical force, it must be reinforced, which can be difficult to do without ruining the metaphysical properties of the glass; alternatively it may simply be embedded in concrete or metal. Many instead opt to use magical wards, though I would recommend against this, given that they tend to weaken over time due to exposure to the elements if not specifically spelled against it, and also are a trifle obvious.

[The rest of the page was wiped clear and had written on it in natural plant dyes ‘Contained instructions on how to bud off a section of reality to trap an elemental, or any other being. Determined possibility of it being used against an archetypal manifestation and tossing everything associated with them into a separate reality as too great. – Greenleaf’]


Footnotes

1. It appears that the writer here is referring to the concept of animus. While considering animus ‘fire’ is not unheard of, most scholars consider the idea of an animating fire, while a pleasant enough metaphor, useless for actually describing how animus works as well as basically inaccurate.

2. A device used by some space-faring species to rapidly terraform a planet.

3. I am beginning to understand why this book was not popular among elementals.





  
    
      The Collective Works of Lycadia Arcaon

      A variety of journals, papers, fragments and other documents, orginally gathered by renowned theologist Lycadia Arcaon. The collection is now maintained by several members of the Serpent's Hand, including a few of his descendants. The works in this collection are of a primarily religious, mythological and philosophical nature.

    

  
    A Girl in the Rain



Submitted by L. E. Therianthus, Scholar of the Hand.

I recall, back when I was a young lass, a girl I used to have cause to see. Sosophy. Well, that’s the name I ascribed to her: I always was a bit pretentious. It has no real significance, I just thought it nice. I remember this girl, a sweet little thing – I used to see her outside whenever it rained. God knows why, but anything past a light drizzle – which were rather common back in Ladywell – and I could look out upon her. There she was, whenever fog didn’t hide her. Dancing, sitting, standing, what have you; but she was always there.

In those days, I made my residence a small house in a slightly less small stretch of open country, a little distance away from a community whose size was somewhere in-between. It was a pleasant place. My front door opened on to a field, amid which one could see the wide-reaching flora, the fauna and the occasional, irregular tree. There was a woods a little way south, with the front door of my cottage opening west. It was peaceful, if bland, but I usually spent my afternoons in when not working, so as to blatantly ignore the placidity and eternity of the beautiful nature about me in favour of some infuriating article at which to complain about the next time I was amongst company. Or defend, in the case of someone beginning a rant before I did. My first sight of the girl was on one such evening, about November-time. It was a fairly dreary day anyway, but the rain was so hesitant that I didn’t notice it until about half-past nine as I was getting a cup of tea. As the kettle boiled, I looked up to the kitchen window absent mindedly, and there she stood. There, gazing across to the side so that I only saw half of her face, an ordinary child would not be so distinctive. This girl was by no means ordinary.

Her hair, long with an elegant, clear white, must have caught my eye first. It would catch anyone’s, for there in the dull Autumn air it cast such a… ah, well, I would find it ineffable without resorting to use of near-vulgar sentiment, but it was most certainly lovely. A minor trait, though. Her eyes, I found on a clearer and closer day, were a delightful shade of brown, and she always had the most curious expression… oh good lord, I should stop this. I feel at any moment that I may lose control and descend into some poor quality verse.

Perhaps I reflect on her qualities as so captivating because I now can only think of her in a nostalgic theme. Those were certainly the calmer days of my life, between my childhood years, St. Andrews and now. One thing I bear strongly, however, is the memory of her more distasteful aspects. She dressed in rags. Always in rags. Some torn, poorly woven sackcloth garb, which covered her too loosely, and certainly created the impression in me – for in those days I was a little more pedestrian than I am now – of poverty. Possibly the second thought I had of her, which I neglect to mention and which may have been more immediate than I lead to believe, was one of surprise. I didn’t recognise her from the village, nor could I concieve of her living anywhere nearby what with the striking aspects of her visage, and it was too far and late for a child to be out playing. Some lost little girl, perhaps? But then… lost from where? At the time, I found it hard to envision a situation which would have brought her standing here. Alone. In the rain. Completely and inexplicably showing indifference to the conditions about her.

I watched her for a while, as she stood there with a perplexing, dim form of smile. I continued to do so until the kettle finished boiling, and when I looked back from turning the stove off she was gone. What cheek, thought I for some strange reason, before turning my mind to the enigma this strange child presented. I continued to think of this as I returned my gaze out the window and slowly made my way back to the living room, and it scratched at the back of my mind for the next few hours before I made my way to bed.

The same thing happened again over the next few days. On the second time I saw her, about mid-morning, I made my way right out the door and shouted over. She acknowledged me at least, by turning her head, smiling casually as she sat. That’s all she did, and I felt too awkward to make my way across the intervening distance, so I turned around went inside, a bit embarrassed. While the weather was still the same half-an-hour later, I didn’t see her while walking into town. She was probably just obscured behind my house. While it kept up that afternoon, I found myself thinking if she was still there – not that I was worried, she was sitting a comfortable enough way away that I didn’t feel intruded upon. Besides, she was so cute and vulnerable a person that the thought of her being at all malicious never crossed my mind; although I should note that this was some time before I learned about neotenous adaptation.

On the fourth time, about eleven o’clock later that night, when the rain that had previously died down started up again for a last sporadic burst, I had enough sense and pity about me to gather some food and leave it out on the porch. My generalising had led me to the almost incontestable conclusion that this young thing, whoever she was, was in some state of deprivation. Some old tradition of the culture I was raised in demanded I leave some form of charity, a need I endeavoured to satiate. When I got up the next morning, the food I left out was gone, yet the plate was still in the same position on the table that it previously was – just with the bread previously on it neatly and carefully removed. I was thus confident that this girl, and not some passing animal, had taken it.

And so it was for the next few years. It poured, and I left whatever decent meal I could find about the house out in the same place. A few times I just about saw her approach to take it before scurrying off, reassuring me in my consistent action. When I later left soup, drinks or some other such thing out, the container disappeared and was returned adjacent to where I had placed it. No note was ever given, no expression of gratitude, but I never felt entitled to one. The whole affair eventually became habitual.

Imagine my surprise, then, with this silent interchange so well ingrained, when I continued with the act one day to find her sitting right there, just outside the door. I almost dropped the dish I was carrying, but an instinct common to the Kingdoms guided me to slowly put it on the far end of the table, away from either of us, as I took the opposite seat.

We talked – some simple, brief interchange, as much as necessary for me to follow when she stood and walked away invtitingly. After a gracious thanks and a little banter, we rambled together for about twenty minutes, silently. I attempted to question her further than I had been previously able to, questions I had been forming for some time now, but she always shushed me in some subtle way. Dressed as she always, looking as she always did (on hindsight I should have been more curious about that) I was brought before a little shack just within the nearby woodland. She entered, and so did I.

I shan’t pertain to bore you with my resulting amazement, but suffice it to say that’s how I found the Library.

As I was looking around in much the surprise and wonder (moreso than I would wish, as I can now only find my gawping to be unbecoming and undignified) as any new patron has, my eyes turned away from the girl for a moment, and failed to return to her when I looked. And even though that was only the second time she’d done that in half a decade, it still irritated me a little. Not that that was going force my leave.

When I left a few days later to return to my home and study the texts I had acquired, the sky was a disappointing sunny and pristine blue. I didn’t turn up to work for a while after. A couple of days of constant and a near unbroken stream of reading later, I sat back with satisfaction and anticipation at turning to the window and seeing a collection of wonderfully dark clouds, and readied myself to go outside again. I had a pleasant time after that. That elusive girl I'd watched with curiousity proved so interesting to the discussions we’d have. That’s when I gave her that silly nickname, after she refused to tell me her real one. A fascinating life, she had – but then I have too much respect to tell much of what she revealed, so you’ll have to take my word on that. Apart from the whole business with Arcaon, which I hope she’ll write about herself when she gets her soul back. If she doesn’t find it too impersonal, of course.

I was devastated when she stopped coming. She’d made such good companionship, and I’d gotten so used to her. It was about a month before I accepted it: I believe that was about when I detached myself and set up office here.

Of course, I still see her about. Oh, sure, she may have a few more pairs of arms than she used to, and somewhat more grotesque features, but her appearance is still so sublime. That’s why I always leave some milk and chocolate out whenever I return a book.



  
    An Ongoing Correspondence


Dear Peri,

Enclosed are a copy of those works on Thosk you requested. God knows why you have such interest in those monsters. While I have you, I’ve been meaning to inquire: I’ve been looking over those entries of yours, and I’d be extremely interested in hearing more about that business with the wendigos. I believe it was about wendigos, at least. The matter being, of course, the minimal degree of detail present in your explanation.

In fact, if you don’t mind, I might submit an annotation. There are some interesting studies which Arcaon, Howe and Anure have published that might supplement your findings.

Therianthus




Therianthus:

My thanks for the resources.

I owe Legacy a favor from the time they helped set up the thylacine breeding project. Griffon’s interested by the species, and thinks that their anatomical redundancies could be due to some sort of cancerous retrovirus. Ridiculous, of course, but I think whatever caused him to develop secondary brains throughout his body and boosted his intelligence also resulted in a corresponding increase in arrogance. Legacy works with Bast frequently enough that one would think he’d be used to the concept of supernatural forces by now.

My encounter with the wendigos? Well, there are several species that have been called that. Several species of anomalous humanoids in the North have been called by that in the past. More recently, the same term has been used to describe a variety of xal from the same universe as the ones down in Antarctica. Which one are you talking about? I’ve had run-ins with both of them.

— Peristrixalo




Dear Peri,

I’m sorry, it’s just… his name is Griffon.

Well, that aside, there might be merit in what he says. Granted, Thosk adaptations are still a cultural relic, but one must consider the means about them. Of course, I don’t know that retroviruses even exist in Yoren, and gods are undeniably a responsible factor, so very well. All in all, I suppose you can have this one.

I wasn’t aware that there were two varieties, as I’ve only gotten ahold of one text in which you refer to anything by the name “wendigo”. Most of my notes are a good few decades old, so I should be more versed in the former. But then, I find myself interested in this second kind. I’ll try to find what I can on the matter in the morning, and write to you then. My fort has had a bit of a collapse, I’m afraid, and I spent most of my day trying to clear it up.

Therianthus




Dear Peri,

Me again. I discussed it with the fellows working in the south, and a few of the other experts on elementals I'm in good stead with. Well, I find myself fascinated. I've noticed a very consistent theme of living ice, which is certainly exciting. Do write back soon.

Therianthus




Therianthus:

In any event, he’ll probably find something interesting. Just glad I wasn’t asked to retrieve half a dozen live ones.

The type of xal known as the wendigo is, from what I’ve managed to find out about it, the alien universe’s (I do need a better term) equivalent of an air xal. They can only be seen out of the corner of the eye, and resemble distortions in the air (similar to someone concealed by a badly done metamaterial cloak) in the shape of an emaciated humanoid figure. It seems that the air in the alien universe drives anyone not from it insane (though given the inhabitants, I can’t imagine how they’d be any more insane). I’ve also seen one superimpose itself on someone and use changes in air pressure to manipulate them like a puppet; Walmajarri saw one even farther gone than that. There wasn’t any difference between the xal and the host.

The fact that the Native Americans had legends about them is unnerving--and at the same time slightly inspiring. I can’t help but wonder if there was at one point a rent in the Arctic. If there was, though, it was withstood--without anyone actually knowing what it was, it appears.



Now that I think about it, the skinwalkers I encountered in the Southwest bear similarities to the air xals in many respects. When the tablets were translated, they didn’t mention anything that would imply xals, and multiple things that would imply that xals weren’t involved, but it would be consistant with the translations and physical evidence that they were experimenting with manipulating forces either from the alien universe or from a universe like it.

As far as living ice… well, there's life that's made out of ice, and then there's ice that's actually alive. Personally, I doubt that the living glaciers, despite their irritating tendency to eat endangered penguins, are actually from the alien universe. More likely, in my opinion, is that they are a form of genius loci.

— Peristrixalo




Dear Peri,

Wonderful. I must say, though, that it is indeed fortunate you didn't have to interact with any number of live Thosk. Those creatures have adapted to uncontritely kill things. I’ve heard of one terrorising the area around Tstal during its expansion into Yorۥmatal in the south… but then, I do go on.

Your business in the more remote regions is rather curious – I don’t know why you show such interest in constantly almost dying. I mean, I can understand the investigatory appeal of the life that forms there, but it seems almost like jumping into a volcano to study the various kinds of fascinating molten igneous rock. Which is dangerous enough when the magma isn’t also predatory. I suppose the excitement must attract.

Therianthus




Therianthus:

What's the environment like around there? I don't believe I've ever been to the area. By all means, go on.

The excitement isn't my reason, actually. And given my traveling abilities, if necessary I can always escape. Mostly, it's because I'm perfectly capable of jumping into a volcano to study molten rock and coming out again (so long as I remain in motion, the heat doesn't affect me). And someone's got to do it; might as well be me--if I wasn't the one going into some forsaken place to help others or retrieve valuable information, someone without my abilities would be doing so. There aren't many of Those Who Walk who aren't in Falyx.

— Peristrixalo




Dear Peri,

Ah, very well. I do love the opportunity to practice the expertise I have in no great range.

You won’t have – I don’t know of any individual that’s ever travelled there successfully. What little the academic community knows of it is based largely on documents and the occasional entity that pass through from time to time. I believe that phenomena is mostly concentrated in mid-eastern Europe, particularly France and Germany. There was even a facility established around the 1920s in Nîmes dedicated to Yoren’s research. They call it “Alexandrie Petit”.

As for what the place itself is like: well, that’s rather complicated. D’est, or at least the accepted understanding of it, does not allow easy translation of the present, so we have only vague ideas of the era which our documents originate from – if it’s even one definite time. Theological dynamics also appear to have a more prevalent effect, which makes the nature of the landscape rather fluid. As far as can be determined, the landmass known as Yoren was at one point a desert, which shifted into some analogue of vegetation around the same time that the archaic Thosk underwent their cultural decay. It was some time after that that the phyratical and academic institutions, which are now one of Yoren’s major cultural pivots, were established – even if you do find relics of Thosk tradition from time to time.



Tell you what, now: perhaps in exchange for this exposition of mine, you could tell me a little more of that homeland of yours.

Therianthus




Therianthus:

I may have to try and travel there. Is the landmass itself vegetation?

Well, to begin with, Falyx doesn't work the same way Earth's universe does. It's one giant semidesert, similar to the Sonoran or the Australian bush. The sun is about a quarter of the way into the sky, and never moves from that position. When it's night, the sun simply starts dimming—and changing color so that the light is more like moonlight than anything else. It isn't plasma and gas either, it's a giant luminescent rock. When I first left Falyx I had trouble seeing colors, since our light has a very faint purple tinge.

All motile life in Falyx has the ability to move in two ways. Firstly, they can move by mundane means, similar to that in most univerii. Secondly, they can enter a sort of trance state where distance becomes subjective, having to do more with similar areas. On Falyx, if I'm Walking and I step into a cave, I can step out of an unconnected cave. And entering that trance state is easy to do accidentally, so measuring Falyx is simply impossible. It could be infinite in size, or it could be self-contained. It could even have definite boundaries.

Falyx has recently been playing host to a bunch of xals (and other beings) from the alien universe. Rifts are popping up everywhere, and it takes a great deal of effort to close them. Large swaths of Falyx have already been converted into darklands.

— Peristrixalo




Dear Peri,

Firstly, I should think not. At least, not to the best of my knowledge. What an odd idea; a land of vegetation. As an aside, let me tell you that the history of the documents pertaining to Yoren is itself quite notable. I should really tell you more about this at some point.

Falyx sounds like a wondrous place. Especially its mechanics. I’m curious as to certain details: might I ask, what was your life there like?

Therianthus




Therianthus:

I've encountered far stranger things. But I look forward to hearing their history.

Time is also sort of fluid on Falyx. I don't recall how old I am, days seem to blend into each other and the place has a timeless air. Most of my life was spent wandering the wilderness—so long as I did, I didn't need to eat, or sleep, or drink. Every once and a while I'd come to a settlement and spend a few days there before moving on again. Eventually I ended up on Earth (specifically, New England in 1849) when running from a tralax, which is basically a great big praying mantis.

— Peristrixalo




Dear Peri.

The documents relating to Yoren are believed to have first started appearing in Europe between the 16th and 18th centuries. God knows why that time. Unfortunately, due to cultural, social and – perhaps above all – religious reasons, they weren’t publicised. Some are known to have survived, and study of their nature was known to have at some point commenced, but due to political discrepancies involving the French occupation of Germany, the majority were destroyed by the republican government.

In the mid-19th century, an institution for the thing was established by Christopher Hanes, an Englishman working with a derivative proto-sect of the Hand, who provided the term “Yoren” — I know that “D’est” originated from a group of Austrians working in Toulouse. The works that have lasted between then and the second Great War now make up more than half of the current body of information associated with the place, and most breakthroughs regarding it were made at that time. I know, for example, that D’est was first translated into a local language the 1860s.

At some point after this, it became apparent that the area of effect was slowly migrating north-west: nowadays, you have severe problems with the documents, which are usually a form of paper or other porous material, dropping into the channel, which worsens their otherwise moderate damage.

Shortly after the Second World War, which resulted in some great disruption to the process, it was decided that at any one time, copies of known works should be possessed by parties uninvolved (partially or otherwise) with any conflicts held by the nations of the discoverers. The Sub-Kingdom of the Guard in northern Scotland, the Netherlands and the Republic of Ireland — and later parts of the United States as well — was originally established to fulfil this function. More recently, the organisation has set up facilities in Russia.

And that’s where I come in. I, and a few others, work to maintain the Library’s pertinent articles on D’est matters. On top of the work I do with Arcaon’s notes, it’s one of my main tasks.

Now, I’ve considered that last letter I sent you, and I do apologise for averting your question. It did come off rather blatant, didn’t it? I’m afraid I’ve simply been incredibly busy lately. After cleaning up that collapse my residence experienced and holding an elongated debate with a Librarian over removing an offensively poor piece of erotica from the Library’s collection (which didn’t go well - the poor bastard just sort of stared at me blankly) I fell behind on my actual workload.

And again, I do apologise for my insistence about your personal life, but something seems… odd about your story. Did you not have a childhood?

Therianthus




Therianthus:

My species is only sentient after we reach maturity. I simply don't remember, and usually it's not a subject discussed—it's considered faintly humiliating to be told of the time one spent nonsentient. Having lived among other species for the majority of my life, though, I'm used to people being curious. In any event, I know nothing of it.

So these papers are popping into Earth's reality within a given area? How, and why?

How'd it collapse? Earthquake, or did the GOC stop by and end up wrecking the place?

— Peristrixalo




Dear Peri,

Honestly, I simply don’t know the details of why they’re appearing. There is an under-studied phenomenon known as the Shore of Theryn that could conceivably be responsible, but it doesn’t extensively account for it. Most things that pass through, however, seem to demonstrate a consistent state of damage: pages experience a slight singing on the bottom right corner, and a few are in halves or pieces from extreme burns. Jars and samples are usually least affected, but not so as to leave them living: a few are simply dead for no apparent cause.

Oh, I do forget. One of the supporting books seems to have given out on me, and the whole thing fell apart. I still have a bruise from where the heavier parts of the ceiling literature collided with the back of my head.

Therianthus




Therianthus:

Isn't the Shore of Theryn basically a result of metaphysical 'closeness' between two worlds? And has attempting cloning or resurrection magic worked? A similar problem happened when I tried to get a nearly extinct Falyxian species' essence into a magical location, the essence didn't quite transfer over well.

Your house is made of books?

— Peristrixalo




Dear Peri,

In essence, yes. Reports on the matter seem to have it as some disembodied coast which occasionally intercepts sea-faring traffic. The thing is crescent-shaped: sailors who pass through it never seem to come back. I’m not quite certain how they become so horribly charred. Whatever they must pass through is never documented in the intervening time.

Perhaps I’m failing to properly explain the difference between known and D’est biological principles. I apologise. Cloning magic is notoriously unpredictable at the best of times, and applying it to entities that don’t have the nucleic material for it tends to result in a bit of a tumorous mass. Resurrection is similarly unsuccessful, since most of their body cannot be successfully substituted for something more survivable than ash.

Ah, yes. Have I neglected to tell you this story? When I first began associating with the organised patrons of the Library, I decided to make my residence here. The Librarians don’t seem to mind except for the Books they’re sometimes forced to remove. You’d be surprised how rarely it compromises the structural integrity, especially since I learned rather quickly not to stock it with literature anyone would want. You might also be startled to learn that constantly being surrounded by awful writing isn’t as detrimental to the soul as you might think.

In hindsight, it may have been a very stupid choice to make. But I’m too comfortable and lazy to relocate now.

Therianthus




Therianthus:

I'd guess as to some sort of elemental realm, but that fails to explain those that are simply dead. Walmajarri once passed on a rumor about 'death xals', but I doubt that they are responsible for something like this.

So they don't have DNA? Interesting. How do they pass down coding? Some sort of primal essence in the gametes? I once went to a place where preformation was true.

So you stock it full of Twilight novels? Good as use for them as any.

— Peristrixalo




Dear Peri,

What a funny idea. Wouldn’t know at what point they stop being elementals and start being gods. Or a collective god.

It’s a strange old thing. Analysis of surviving organisms has revealed Tharecal tissue is just a sheet of substance produced by chemical agents. This is never present in their anatomical and physiological works (likely because Yoren has yet to invent the microscope), however.

Among those studying Yoren, there are two competing hypotheses. One dictates that the physical form living and various inanimate subjects is held consistently together by the interaction of various incorporeal forces: chiefly, the neomoid, the theosphere and Hanes’ connective parafluid. But these aren’t very good names, so the community has taken to call them ix1 through ix3. These are known to interact in varying ways – ix1 and ix2 vary quantitivey, while ix3 has a constant quantity with a varying structure. Asexual reproduction is thereby possible through the replication of this interaction.

The second theory is somewhat sillier, somewhat less convoluted and rather more valid. It holds organic entities as a form of lesser deity: organic matter is held and self-proliferation carried out through a minor form of reality adjustment.

Therianthus




Therianthus:

Gods can't be killed.

Or, rather, they can't be killed so easily. Kill a god and they just reform, and they will later in all probability kill you. The only way to permanently kill a god is to destroy everything it is associated with. When the thylacine was made extinct, Walmajarri died (sort of--he was actually rendered senescent; the details were rather unusual). When they were cloned again, he was revived. Killing a death xal would be as simple as either dispersing its physical structure or infusing it with its opposite--life. A suitably large amount of vitae should, theoretically, destroy a death xal. The only problem is getting close enough to it.

I thought you said that the organisms never survived.

So then, if one knows how the different forces interacted, one could create the organism from scratch. Possibly without even any real materials.

— Peristrixalo




Dear Peri,

Oh, silly me. I’ve spent too much time with the journals published about the thing. No, organisms never survive; though the term “surviving” gets thrown about a lot in regards to the nature of tissue.

Indeed you could, if you were on Yoren, controlled a mechanism to vary these things and this particular theory, in fact, possessed greater credence. Although… it might be possible to do a similar thing using analogous forces.

Therianthus




Therianthus:

Interesting. Perhaps a universal bleed could even allow the creation of organisms from Yoren in other univerii.

I have a question. I have heard that you once penetrated a Foundation facility. How'd you accomplish that?

— Peristrixalo




Dear Peri,

I am sorry for the delay in getting back to you. I've been in France talking with a senile, old, holy bastard: one of the members of the Harmony of Insensé Légèrement. You wouldn't believe some of the stories they would tell you. "Back in my day, we had to walk twelve hours over hot spikes made of coal to get to school. One time I tried to take a shortcut through a lake of pigs' intestines and had to drown twice. And when we got to school, they made us kneel on sharpened trees for eight hours, after which I approximate I'd go home. Eight days a week we did that, we did."

As for how I got in: trust me when I say it had more to do with luck than any ability on my part. The limited resources at my disposal allow me to access the Ways, and I was fortunate in that that process extended to some of the Foundation's sites. I have among my possessions a small piece of glass, which Lovell can use to scry, so I was able to determine the nature of the place and pass through one of the doors. I spent enough time on the thing to get past most of the mundane security, but I couldn't do it again. I'd probably be killed, captured, tortured interrogated, or some combination of the four were I to attempt it once more.

Odd man, that Lovell. He's mostly unanomalous, and so is the glass piece. It's just the two together for some bizarre reason that achieves an effect. He brought it with him when he came to the Hand, and he hasn't really told me the story behind it.

Therianthus




Therianthus:

Given that Insensé Légèrement translates to "Slightly Insane", perhaps he was senile to begin with?

It's rather interesting, from the perspective of one who studies the Ways, that they don't extend to all Foundation sites. Those are places of unique happenings, of power. There should be truly giant--and easy to access--Ways to the Sites. Granted, I'm used to… easier travel, I suppose (though I can't get everywhere, as I learned about sixty years ago), and thus expect that everybody has as easy a time getting around. Perhaps the Foundation isn't quite as puritanical in not using anomalies as it likes to say. Bloody hypocrites. Did you see anything interesting at the site you visited? I've been searching for something they apparently possess for quite some time now. It's a copy of the Holy Bible infested with mushrooms, colloquially referred to as the Mushroom Bible (due, no doubt, to a total lack of originality). My sources indicate it originated in Victorian England, possessed by some oddball naturalist who left it near a dish of agar.

'Mostly' unanomalous?

— Peristrixalo




Dear Peri,

Indeed it does. The order is structured around the worship of a very old, powerful and tired entity. There’s a shrine in the Alps dedicated to a large shipping container – which has been there for about 30 years now – in which this entity has retired to undergo what's left of its remaining existence, furnished with a fireplace, a massive seating implement constructed of steel and lined with a warm, soft fluid on its surface, and a window made of a hardened version of the same viscous liquid looking down on the sea.

Initiates of the Harmony regularly make a pilgrimage which takes them out to the British Channel to collect documents describing D’est news, and bring them to this shrine. When they come before this entity to make the offering, they sort of go… soft in the mind, to put it lightly.

That’s actually the reason I was there. Recent investigation has revealed that they seem to have a more accurate and older translation of D’est than any other known group, as well as a simply marvelous method of printing and document reproduction. Which brings me to this Bible of yours. The Harmony most certainly does have a copy of it; in fact, they have three, each with a different kind of fungus. Two of them sprout mushrooms, including the webcap copy and one I've not been able to place. It bears a sort of black-and-white, spotty variety, which seems to have removed a great deal of the ink. Which one were you looking for?

Oh, and as far as the Foundation is concerned: now that you bring it up, I’m half-suspicious that they have a few personnel of untoward commitment to then who are getting up to something. When I spoke to Dr. Rye, he seemed scared and… resigned, is the best way to put it. Like he'd been anticipating someone showing up. Perhaps it was just the things he works with, or my imagination. But I can’t escape the feeling that there’s something going on. Lovell seems to know a bit about all this, so I shall have to question him about the subject.

And I say "mostly". His unique association with that piece of glass makes him a toaty bit supernormal in and of itself.

Therianthus




Therianthus:

Truthfully, the thought doesn't surprise me. The Foundation is huge, and they crack down on any dissent (which is one reason getting spies inside there is so damn hard if they're going to be anything but janitors). The fools may not realize that such an environment is a breeding place for resistance. Newton's Third Law as applied to sophonts. Mostly disillusioned agents seem to go join the GOC, because their experiences are generally with things that want to kill them or do various unspeakable things to their minds—rather nasty way to be introduced to the anomalous. Not all disillusioned agents leave or follow predictions. A few more infamous ones have betting pools for when they'll quit.

Definitely not the webcap copy. No, the one I'm interested in seems to grow shiitakes. But the one you describe… I'll have to take a look at it. Sounds like a knowledge-eater of some sort. Didn't know that there were multiple copies… perhaps it reproduces by spores?

Anyone know anything more specific about the entity? It sounds similar to a species of velvet worm I once came across in the Ravelwoods… though larger (specifically, it excreted a form of mucus that could be used as glass once it hardened). Perhaps the organism is from D'est… would explain why it wants the news.

— Peristrixalo




Dear Peri,

If it’s not either of the copies held by the Harmony, I can only conclude that they made several derivative copies without retaining the original. I have heard reference to loose sect of citizens in China which hold a variety of shiitake cultivated by a Man O’ Herbalism, which have testified that they were originally removed from some “relic of a holy nature”. I would try there.

I am not fully aware of how the Harmony does what it does with written word, but there is speculation. Most assume it has to do with the creature they worship, or that they have some sort of sacrificial practice. A few madmen in northern Germany have stated that they have a very specific practice. During their more lucid periods, they describe a great shrine in which members of the order consume a fluid produced by an entity, and slowly – over the course of a few days – undergo physical change, until they become an object they’ve committed to memory. This would, at least, explain the deviances the process experiences.

Of course, what these people say cannot be taken with absolute confidence. It’s difficult to trust or predict the actions of the demented. So, perhaps the thing is a native of Yoren or the Ravelwoods. Perhaps it has simply borrowed attributes from both. I simply do not know enough to be certain. I would guess that it is something very significant, to have this effect on people.

My mind grows muddled to think of it, for some reason. It’s bothering me a little. It might be the effect of this thing manifesting itself in me.

Anyway, in other news, I managed to speak with Lovell. It took a little while, but it yielded some insight into the phenomenon. Lovell described to me that it was not him in particular that had this ability. It was an idea he had been exposed to. Some sort of passage that allowed those who could call it to mind to see, through this object, things that others couldn’t. He was just about to tell me where he learned about it, and where he got the object in the first place, when he grew withdrawn and dismissed me.

This is proving infuriatingly curious, so I intend to investigate more. I’ll ask around, perhaps he’ll have let something slip to others at some point.

Therianthus




Therianthus:

My apologies for the late reply; the Feathered One recalled me to Falyx, the bastard. Sometimes I hate gods. Arrogant sods. Queztalcoatl in particular… Can't criticize his reasoning, though. Sometimes the Chaos Insurgency baffles me. How can any group be so stupid? To try and enslave xals from the alien universe… Well, it didn't end well for them. Or the xals. I have relatively little sympathy for either of them. They do keep trying to kill me.

So if they study the Mushroom Bible extensively enough… interesting. Of questionable ethics, but interesting. I'll have to look in China; where did they say it was? If it's in Hong Kong things would be significantly complicated.

Possibly. I've heard of entities with that sort of ability, including one that the Foundation somehow managed to contain. I have my suspicions about it, but they're likely incorrect.

I wish you luck in your search.

— Peristrixalo




Dear Peri,

Well, arrogance is inevitable in entities who exist as a manifestation of power. And it’s an attribute innate in such things as gods: having manifested thinking only of reality in relation to whatever specific purpose or concept they embody, it’s no wonder they’re inclined to think themselves the most singularly important entity in existence.

I wasn’t aware the Insurgency even knew of the whole business with alien elementals. It’s persistently troubling, how much of the true nature of things they’re trying to make use of. Most of the Hand’s knowledge comes from continued access to the Library. I’ve no idea how they figure these things out.

As for the Bible – last I heard, it was “somewhere near the Pearl River” when he last saw it. That was thirty years ago. It could have been in Hong Kong at one point, but I have no idea if it is now. Apologies for the vagueness of the information, it was the most I could get out of my informant during his lucid periods. Although he also told me that he remembered it being in the off-coloured day of a sideways clock, and to watch out for the migration of the sea-lamps. I expect that won’t be of much help.

On a detail closer to home, I swear that damned cat has been trying to keep a very close eye on me. You know, the talking one. Midnight or some such thing. She keeps cosying up to me and being all affectionate, and when she’s not doing that, she seems to be trying to stay in the same room as me. I can’t escape the feeling that she’s staring at me whenever I turn my back. What's more, she'll always become evasive whenever I ask her about what the cause for the sudden attention is. In my worse moments, I fear someone might be spying on me.

Therianthus




Therianthus:

Not necessarily inevitable… though that would depend, I suppose, one what one means by 'power'. Because there are 'gods', if you will, that are of things that are now gone, and some of them have inferiority complexes. When you start believing that what you embody was rightfully destroyed… I cannot even imagine that level of agony. I predict that deity therapy will be a growth industry in the future.

That being said, actively worshiped 'gods' are a different story. Goes to their heads, especially if they haven't had their religion nearly wiped out at some point. They start getting ideas.

Apparently they have links to the Foundation… though they are on very hostile terms with them now. If anything, the Insurgency is far more ruthless, though. The bastards ally with the very worst dictators in places that the Western world can't be bothered to care about. I also wouldn't be surprised if they steal books.

Still, it's a starting point. And sea-lamps… I do recall reading something about them. I'll have to do a bit of digging.

The black one with the adorable fluffy tail? She very well might be spying on you. Try bringing her catnip mice. It's cute when she has a giggle fit. There's a special blend you can get from an apothecary in Cairo.

— Peristrixalo




Dear Peri,

I gave her a pot of jam and some sleeping pills. I remember reading somewhere that cats like sleeping pills.

Sorry. It’s very late at night. It took me all day to get her to eat the damn things, and I only now feel comfortable writing with the likelihood not I’m not being watched removed. In hindsight, I probably could have just confronted her about it; I shall have to do so when she wakes up.

It shouldn’t suprise me. The Insurgency seem to have their fingers in a lot of evil pies.

No, they’ve made an evil swan pie of everyone’s fingers

They’ve rudely stolen everyone’s pie and

I wish I’d brought more paper in with me. I'd go get some more now, but I don't want to wake her up.

I seem to recall he said they were headed towards the fleetingness of a sparrow’s smile. So I guess you could start there. As I’ve already sad, this man is very much insane – it’s unlikely he meant to hint at something factual through riddles and cryptology. Although I never do know how present the members of the Harmony really are: perhaps they make more sense than I assume they do.

Oh, actually… I looked a few old articles out. A grouping of Men O’ Herbalism in Shanghai have apparently taken up a tendency of spelling out religious dialogue in symbolic plant species. It could have something to do with your book. I’ve enclosed a street name and a few people who were involved in the business before the Arbivulg fanatics rooted them ou

I’m sorry, that… that was a pun.

Therianthus




Therianthus:

Are you sure she ate them? Absolutely sure? And what kind of jam? Not blueberry? Please tell me you didn't use blueberry.

Yes, that they have. Specifically the blueberry. I liked that pie. It was an anomalous pie. Delicious. Rematerialized after you ate it. And you know what they did? The bastards stole it! Right now they're probably gorging themselves on my pie. It was the fabled Pie of Struartzkey! There has never been a better pie so made! And someday, I'm going to steal back my pie.

Thank you.

Oh, and Midnight, if you're reading this, mind your own damn business or I'll slip catnip in your food, take Lolcat pictures of you, and post them to the internet.

— Peristrixalo




Dear A

Dear Arist

Dear friend,

It might well have been blueberry. It could equally have been raspberry, blackberry, gooseberry, applederry or manoferry. I was in a state enough last night to confuse flavours, much in the same way I confused a bundled rug for a talking cat.

I'm not sure what happened last night, but I woke up in a pile of blank pages clutching a journal. The content of the journal was itself odd: there were various pictures, cut-outs, sketches, poems and short stories of some kind. Most of it's disjointed. There was one section with a picture of a whale with a clown's face and a poem about how sea shells are plotting to take over Amsterdam. Another one had a collection of excerpts from magazines, military reports, letters and other documents (some of which seem to be 13th-century) all about a particular three year-old Dachshund named Doris.

I'm not sure what this is, but I don't think it’s a book taken from the Library. The final section is signed off "H. L. Lovell", and has a short piece of verse about a "chunk of recast sand". Lovell himself appears to have disappeared.

I've come out of this with no more clarity as to the happenings of late, and an inexorable compulsion to call you Aristotle and make up types of jam.

Therianthus




Therianthus:

Well, then, you came off luckier than I. I woke up yesterday in bed, thankfully dressed, apparently dually married to what appears to be a Pompeii worm with lungs, and a talking sea lion. I also now own a Malibu mansion, which it seems I liquidated all my long-term investments to buy. We would arrange divorce proceedings, except that it seems the paperwork necessary was all stolen. Meanwhile a scan of my belongings indicates that I spent the last three days in Las Vegas, which explains the bigamy.

I have decided I do not want to know.

Guess that’s what happens when a certain goddamn feline slips One Who Walks sleeping pills. Give us back that paperwork right now, Midnight, or you will become the latest LOLCat sensation. And I know you’re reading my mail.

Is it a photograph or a drawing? This could be vitally important.

— Peristrixalo




Dear Peri,

I know it's been another few months since my last letter — but I do have an excuse again. My continued research and need to sort out the mess that is the combination of our simultaneous drugging and my accrued psychoses and paranoia. Said paranoia is fortunately now completely excised.

In my absent time, however, I have made some progress as to my research. Firstly, it seemed to be a monochrome stencil, which may equally have been a sketch or a treated photograph. Furthermore, after contacting Peter and getting my hands on some very well-enchanted cryptography software. I've put it to work on the journal, which should lead to a clearer explanation — or rather, based on how the program works, a large list of explanations to sort through for a single explanatory result. Pending some deduction, of course.

I suppose you Falycians must respond differently to dormative chemicals. I'm partly curious as to the effect of other substances: particularly hallucinogens. I don't suppose you have any familiarity with the biochemistry of your species, do you?

Oh yeah: I've been keeping tabs on Midnight, and I'm confident she was conspiring with someone. Possibly the Jailors, or another such organisation. Maybe one of the more antisocial sects of the Hand — if she wasn't conspiring, she was at least a sympathiser, and at the very best, a rather nosy individuals.

Fortunately, due to action on my part, I'd be very surprised if she continued to present a problem.

Therianthus




Therianthus:

A photograph could be one of the clown whales, which are known for attempting to be funnier than dolphins and failing. If it was a drawing, though, I would be more inclined to attribute it to a flight of fancy; such things are hardly un-thought of among the mundane world.

Yes; what humans experience as tranquilizers act as a severe alcohol overdose mixed with a hallucinogen. While we're under those effects, long-term memories are impossible to form, which is why I don't remember anything.

Near as I can tell, we're similar in biochemistry to most Earth life, but our neurotransmitters are radically different. For instance, GABA doesn't result in a lowering of my stress levels, it puts us in an altered state of consciousness where we're hypervigilent. Ghrelin puts us in a torpor state where we can survive in suspended animation for long periods without moving. And carbon monoxide isn't deadly because our blood is iridium-based. That means we can survive in a hydrogen atmosphere, and that our blood vessels are coated in thick melanin sheaths.

If it was the Jailors, I think that either I'd be in one of their prisons or there'd be news about a rather nasty security breach. Oh, and she seems to have given us the paperwork; I did indeed turn her into a LOLCat sensation.

What action?

— Peristrixalo




Dear Peri,

Further decryption and translation of Lovell’s notes has allowed me to build a small device out of three rubber bands, a cat’s paw, a cardboard box, some helium and half a dog-collar. Though its function is mostly uncertain, the same copper leaf on which the schematic was finely inscribed titled it a “Markson retro-jambulation machine” and described it doing something called “jambulation” at an efficiency and with a processing speed one-point-five times that of other leading jambulators.

I was hoping you would know what to make of that, because I certainly don’t.

In any case, the same schematic also had more than one note mentioning both photography and whales, which led me to – on a hunch – feed the image we were discussing into it. The results it gave back, if accurate, may clear the matter up: the printout basically said that the image was created with a standard Photoactive Corpographic Reflector, which means that it is likely a clown whale after all. Or rather, was. It’s certainly not one anymore, based on the state of the most recent PCR prototypes and what they did to that giraffe.

Apart from simply clarifying a minor curiousity, this whole business has confirmed a hypothesis of mine regarding these notes. Since I began my study, I’ve been continuously throwing out speculations as to its nature; but at this point, I’ve narrowed it down to just two.

The first is that the book is that the unusual items of the book form part of an immensely convoluted maze of code, designed to obscure an extremely significant piece of information. If this is the case, then it’s uncertain whether it’s this central meme that’s giving the superficial aspects of the book mild reality-altering properties, or whether the code simply involves those aspects incidentally.

The second is that Lovell has found (or attempted to find) a means to copy his mind to paper in the form of a series of riddles and knick-knacks.

I’m confident that the truth of the matter will become known once I’m able to fully make sense of the thing. If I temporarily take some time out of my normal work, I’ll be able to get to the answer sooner.

That business aside, your biology does seem rather odd. If your blood vessels are coated in a think exterior layer, wouldn’t that impede their absorption of oxygen? Unless, of course, they have some other function and you don’t require oxygen as a part of your metabolism. Is that the case? And how do you know so much about your own physiology? Were you some analogue of a medical student back on Falyx?

As for Midnight: we need say no more than that I took action. She’s no longer a problem.

As a tangent – how goes the search for that Mushroom Bible of yours?

Therianthus




Therianthus:

A… cat's paw? In any event, jambulation is basically bottling extrauniversal particles into full jam jars. The jam acts as a containment matrix for the particles, and contains them until the jam is burnt. Alternatively, one may eat the jam. Eating the jam is more versatile.

From the function you described, I would say that it is using theta-tachyons linked into a M-III analytic difference engine to determine its origins. In any case, good riddance. I dislike clown whales.

I'd buy the second one. Meshes with what little I've heard of the man.

Not really. It's just the cells surrounding them that have a lot of melanin, it's not like it's a layer of pure melanin outside of the cells themselves. Makes for rather interesting looking skin, and I have had to wear glamors more than once. These days I don't get too much attention, though. People assume I just have a full body tattoo.

It's true, though, that distributing oxygen/hydrogen isn't a particularly important part of their function. More important is their role in setting up the travel field I use when Walking--after all, I don't need to breath so long as I'm in motion (and since iridium based compounds aren't too great at oxygen carrying, I'm not very alert when I'm not Walking).

Most Falyxian life, though, can also become more alert by absorbing infrared radiation, in a manner similar to reptiles.

I was actually a drifter back on Falyx (most are), but knowing our own physiology is considered extremely important. Why I haven't the faintest idea. Perhaps they imagine that we'll try going on a jaunt in a star and get ourselves killed by having all the oxygen-carrying molecules in our blood degrade, but I was once forced to do just that and I'm still alive.

Well, the sea lion has actually been quite helpful with the search for the Mushroom Bible. So far we've found some very intriguing clues left behind by an old dragon who left the area around a thousand years ago.

— Peristrixalo




Dear Peri,

This will be a short letter, as I'm now fully engrossed in my studies of this thing; I most recently decided simply to pass all my unrelated works on to other scholars.

I've been foolish in my investigation of this diary. I wrongly assumed that all the pertinent information was contained in the volume itself. From the get-go, I should have considered the additional objects: the glass fragment; the subjects of the photographs that have been pasted in here; the type of paper which the narrative parts are written on, and the places those types originated from; any minerals which might have at some stage come into contact with the ink.

The Foundation's cache.

It has become clear to me now that it is not possible to pursue whatever enigma Lovell has left behind part-time, and I should never have allowed myself to work out of such a busy area as the Library. Which reminds me to note — should you need to contact me, it's best advised to do so through these letters at the normal addresses. I've got a good system to get them undetected.

You certainly won't find me if you try to look.

Therianthus




Therianthus:

My apologies for my absence, I was escaping from an angry dragon. I have obtained the Mushroom Bible, and it has proven to be quite interesting. Also useful, as the fungus regularly regrows and thus is a useful source of food. Or at least that is what I thought when, in the middle of the desert, I suggested that the sea lion eat the mushrooms, but they proved to be psychedelic mushrooms, and she is currently stoned out of her mind.

The properties of the Bible itself are rather interesting. When she comes out of her coma, I'll have to talk to Sabia about the contents, because many of the visions she's had are related to the Mushroom Bible's contents, and she didn't read it.

I am convinced that some executive somewhere would take one look at my life and turn it into a reality TV series.

How goes your research?

— Peristrixalo




Dear Peri

I deciphered another fragment! When ever removable item is placed in a spiral in the ground, organised by size and with the glass at the centre, and paint over it with all the logos Dosett & Clarks has used for their opticians department, it functions as a spell to make glass opaque. It's a minor discovery, but it all goes towards finding the truth and intent.

I'm running out of chicken blood, though.

A dragon you say? What sort of dragon?




Therianthus:

I can't help but wonder why, if one wanted to make glass opaque, they would not use paint instead of a time-consuming ritual. How much glass are we talking about, though?

The package this letter is attached to contains 666 ounces of chicken blood. It's a long story.

Typical Asian sort. Big, long, scaly, snake-like… maybe a bit pretentious. Got offended after I asked him if he would stop with the enigmatic stuff and give me a straight answer. The result is I spent a week ducking from place to place in Hong Kong. Unfortunately I ended up Walking while in the botanical gardens after the dragon's henchmen ambushed me and we ended up in the Gobi Desert.

But I'm currently writing this from what seems to be an oasis created by the Bible. I'm recording my observations religiously, and I believe that the Hand will find them of extreme interest.

— Peristrixalo





  
    Partial Visual Record of the Rediscovery



In my usual course of work I came across several photographs, apparently depicting the Library back in the late 1960s. It shouldn't need saying that this seemed significant enough to research and distribute, so I created a digital copy. I've attached notes and comments where neccesary. - L. E. Therianthus





	









	









	









	









	









	









	









	









	









	



































  
    Trolls' Introductory Handbook



If you’re reading this, it’s likely because you’ve manifested for the position of troll. Now, let’s not pretend this is anything it’s not: the job is not glamorous or well-respected, as you’re surely fully aware. However, it is a needed and important profession, and one that – in many cases – defines the fancier ones. You will go on to make a minor, but significant, contribution to the stories and monsters and unnerving suspicions of men, and to the imaginations of humanity as a whole.

In the last few centuries, the trade has spread immensely. Where trolls were once an exclusively mid-northern thing, they have now made their way into the folklore and consciousness of a much wider culture. As such, the job only becomes more vital – not just in maintaining the antagonism of Scandinavian romps. and preserving the separation between idyllic and despised human traits in those nations. Trolls play a massive part in the fancy of children and the like; and in fact, that's where you'll find a lot of your work comes from.

You will be assigned a haunt and a tutor, who you will apprentice under for an indeterminate period of time and gradually replace. You will also be given a threatening demeanour, decayed skin, supplementary fat and a grumpy personality. Please wear or have these attributes on your person at all times while on-duty. Your tutor will show you which minds to surface in and affect, and introduce you to the shifts you will be given.

In the future, with the right ethic, you will likely go on to assimilate into the substance of artistic muses, mischievous sprites, natural corporeals, elementals and all the other things that our collective nature makes up. But until then, there’s a good deal of lurking to get through. Just keep in mind that all ideas are important, no matter how small a role you play as one.

As a final note, reflect over this motivational philosophy:


Fey are very much the actors in the theatre of men’s minds. This is why we are as volatile as we are: as creations, we must re-form and reshape ourselves as the philosophers, artists, writers, children, escapists and all other sorts of characters demand. We are a function of the mind. Or perhaps the mind is simply a reflection of our activity on some more abstract tier. It’s hard to say which came first.



–From The Tales of Lewis Eykos-Anure, Professional Madman; translated liberally from Danish.



  
    Of Windows and Dementia





A talking raven fluttered in through the open window.
This sentence likely needs clarification, as any reader is probably confused as to not just why this particular window was open (and not just open, but soul-wrenchingly, portaltastically open in the fashion nobody has ever described an open window being). Further clarification may be required as to why this window was the open window, and not just an open window.

Windows are very peculiar objects, you see. They can be used as entryways through which to pass small objects, or as means to pass larger objects if one assumes they are never used as windows again (this being that particular kind of window which slides or slants open, not that which is merely a panel of glass set into the wall). They can be used to transmit a certain amount of light, and in almost every colour assuming this is not a particularly racist window, or depending on the light, sexist.

They can also be used, as few people note, in the transmission of delusions. You’ll find that no person has ever gone mad will have done it without the use of windows, or the complete absence thereof.

One such delusion that windows can be responsible for the transportation of is a medium-sized, unremarkable talking raven, whose importance to the writer is such that it makes, on its passage through, a single open window into the open window for the purposes of this narrative.

Why is this raven so important? And what makes it a raven and not just a crow, or rook, or magpie, or reclining leather armchair (apart from its aforementioned ability to speak, which of course, all ravens possess)? Well, this particular raven was a raven because the wizard hallucinating it had never seen a magpie, or a rook, or a reclining leather armchair.

Its name was Bertrand, and it had been alive for most of the wizard's adult life.

While some wizards may employ these creatures as familiars, or may see them going about their business (likely doing their tax forms or travelling between their flats and office jobs, as corvids spend most of their time), this wizard especially liked ravens. Ravens were traditional, and he had never been outside his tower or even looked outside, so they were the only bird he had ever seen in the desolate, craggy part of Yoren where he had been born, raised, and spent his entire life.

Anyway, this hallucinatory raven was visiting through this window because this wizard’s real raven had died, and this wizard had lost his capacity for anything but an indirect and roundabout ability to understand things which devastated him. Perhaps it was because of some spell that misfired, or perhaps because he was 92 and had not seen another person for around 60 years.

So emotionally attached was this wizard to his raven, the only living thing in his life, and the only thing that had ever shown him any affection, that he could only even begin to approach his loss via a long rant that began with a three-paragraph long ramble about the historical significance of windows, which he had written five minutes prior.

But this wizard was mad, there was no doubt of that. He had completely lost his ability to refer to himself in the first person, and was slowly losing his grip on coherency. When did this start? Perhaps it started when he was around 30 years of age, when he completed his ascension to a full-fledged master wizard and was no longer required to make the ceremonial tea and fetch the ceremonial crumpets of his training. At this time, he was given a tower of his own, and reclined into a life of study and isolation.

Perhaps it started when he was in his childhood, and his parents gave him to the master wizards as an apprentice, as they were very poor and could barely afford to feed themselves.

In any case, here sat the wizard, writing a last note, alone.



  
    
      The Book of Potential

      A collection of reports, stories, logs, and videos concerning the future of Earth and humanity. The content is highly variable and often contradictory, and is most likely a collection of works, possibly from many alternate futures, rather than the work of a singular author.

    

  
    The Cafe



I visited the cafe again yesterday. It looked exactly how I remembered. The windows were perfectly clean. The door hinges were loose and oiled. Even the food was preserved, sitting inside the glass display cases, as appetizing as it was 100 years ago. Laptops still sat on tables, powerless but otherwise fine. Backpacks were slumped against chairs. I picked up a book up from the table, flipped through it, and put it down. I had read it 60 years ago, and it wasn't very good. I rummaged through some of the backpacks, found nothing useful.

Outside the cafe was just as preserved as in. The grass was manicured, the sidewalk clear of trash or rubble, the road recently paved. It was as if it was still a thriving mountain town, which was impossible. Outside of a few passing travelers, no one could have been here to keep the town like this for a hundred and seven years. At the very least one of the buildings should have been dilapidated, but they all stood as tall as they did the day I had left. There was only one explanation.

“Hello Jack,” said a voice behind me. I spun around. There was nothing there.

“It's been a long time.” Again it came from behind me. Again I looked to see nothing. But the voice was familiar.

“Who's that?” I said. My hand went into my pocket and felt for the knife there. “Where are you?”

“I'm everywhere.” The voice came from in front of me this time. As far as I could tell, there was no source. “Come on back to the cafe and we'll talk a while.”

That was when I placed the voice. “Tom?”

“Hello Jack,” it repeated.

“You're dead.”

The voice laughed. It was a laugh I knew well, one I hadn't heard for more than a hundred years. “Come in, please. It's nice to see you again.”

I hesitated. There was a good chance this was a trick. Tom was, as far as I knew, dead. But I had confidence I could fight off any attacker, and to just run away would be inexcusable cowardice. I opened the door and stepped back inside.

Someone was standing at the counter. Someone not quite human. He looked human, sort of. He had the right shape and all the proper features, but he clearly wasn't one. His skin wasn't skin. It was tile, the same white with blue linoleum that made up the cafe floor, molded into the shape of a tall, well-muscled man. He had no hair or clothes. In his hands was a chipped white mug, which he offered to me. “Coffee?” he asked.

“You're not Tom,” I said.

The not-man laughed. “Is it that hard to believe? There are much stranger things outside the town, if what I've been told is true. Please, take the drink and have a seat.”

I didn't take the coffee, but I pulled a chair to me and sat down. He started walking around the counter to me. His feet, I saw, were fused to the ground, and it was hard to tell where the tile ended and his body began. He didn't quite walk. He slid, forcing his legs forward in a stiff, cheap imitation of human movement.

“Tom disappeared. I saw him.”

The not-man nodded. “I did. But not in the same way everyone else did.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah. My body disappeared, true. But my mind…” he gestured around him, at the cafe. “It was like going to sleep. When I woke up, I could see everything in the city. Feel everything in the city. It was as if I had a million eyes and tongues and fingers and ears and they were all going at once. I almost went insane from the sensory overload before I figured out how to manage it. Eventually, I learned how to do more than that.” He tapped a hand against his chest. “Do you understand?”

I nodded. “You're a Survivor. And your Compensation was that you became Stetsonburg.”

Tom smiled. “Yes.”

“That's not much of a Compensation.”

He laughed. “Nope. If anything it's an additional punishment. However, I've come to live with it.”

“Rough.”

“That's one of many ways you could describe it.”

I leaned back and stared at the mug on the counter. Coffee was beginning to sound appetizing, though I wouldn't have objected to something stronger. “What's it like?”

“Most of the time it's just boring. There's nothing to do when you're a city, nothing interesting. I can rearrange stuff, control how everything's built, that kind of thing, which is sort of interesting. But really there's a limit to how much fun I can have changing myself to look like various British cities.” A chair from across the room slid over and he sat down. “It's lonely as all hell too. Do you know how many people want visit a place like Stetsonburg? Shit, I would bet most of the people who visit didn't even know I existed and just got lucky. I've seen fifteen people in the past hundred years. And you know how many stayed longer than a week? One.”

“Hm,” I said. It was all I could come up with. Tom continued talking.

“They don't stay. None of them. I just want someone to talk to. Someone who won't leave after a few days, you know? It's hell living like this.”

“I would imagine.” I got up and took the mug from the counter. It was empty. “No coffee?”

“Oh, fuck, of course. Sorry.” He waved a hand, and the cup filled itself with a thick, black liquid. I sipped it cautiously. It was coffee, for sure, but it wasn't quite right. Too viscous, and there was a sour taste, like someone had put in a dab of vinegar. I quietly spat it back into the cup.

“You don't want to stay do you?”

I sighed. “No. I'm sorry.”

“It's alright. I wasn't really expecting you to say yes anyway.” He sat up and started pacing. “Well, how long do you think you'll be staying?”

“Not long.” I put the mug on the counter. “I'm meeting someone in Black Stone a few days from now. I'll only be able to stay the night.”

Tom slumped down. He looked like a child whose puppy had just died. “Oh.”

“I'll be there for a week, then come back here for a bit. I promise.”

“That would be nice of you.”

“I'm sorry Tom.” I patted his shoulder. “Just wait a little longer alright?”

We sat in the cafe for the rest of the day and talked. I told him about the outside world, my travels through the world in these past hundred years, and managed to force down the coffee and a bitter cookie. He told me about the few people who had come in and what it was like to be a city. We stayed up the whole night. In the morning I gathered my things, said goodbye, and set off.

It was nice to see him again.



  
    2052




Hello, and welcome to the Sunday Update. I'm your host, Ling Xi, joined by Thomas Boatright, here to discuss last night's presidential debate. Thomas, what are your thoughts?

Well Ling, I thought it was obvious that Mayor Brown was floundering almost the entire time. He clearly was not properly prepared, more so when compared to President Hilbert's cool, collected performance. It's especially interesting to see how their showings have, ah, effectively switched from last time. People have already latched onto his comments on the situation in India as callous and, to quote blogger Gunther Swift, “showing an appalling but not surprising lack of empathy for victims of the worst war in human history.”

Can't say I disagree, and if I'm not mistaken his "Not our problem" comment is already propagating on the net. What did you think of the President?

Well as I said before, President March gave us a strong showing that is sure to bring some independents to his side, changelings especially. They're a demographic that is becoming increasingly relevant in securing the win. Personally I doubt he'll live up to his promise to give them the right to have children. That's a volatile subject, and even if he does try to pass an amendment it's almost sure to fall flat. Still, rhetoric's what counts at this point in the game, and he's got that locked down.

I have to disagree. The public has been showing increased support for the changeling cause.

Well yes, obviously support is increasing, but it's all relative. Only 40% of the population currently says they'd be in favor in full changeling rights, which is just not enough. It'll pick up, yes, but serious progress won't be made for another 10 years at least. Til then, it looks like changelings will have to settle for adoption.

True. We take a break for a word from our sponsor…




DL: hey man where was your face last night

Selma: Sorry Jay, had to split to the moon for the family for some weak tourist stuff. Party = success?

DL: ns except mary tried spazz for the first time and seized. should of know she cant take a hit

Selma: Haha yeah but what did you expect? Dumb broad acts like a biggie but an act's all it is.

DL: repeat it. i wish scottie would just dump her and move on

Selma: No chance of that as long she keeps her tricks.

DL: yup

Selma: So, buzz at Hampton's tonight?

DL: fuck no that asshole wants to castrate me i still owe him 50 kays from two weeks ago. just come over to my place

Selma: Cool, see you then.

DL: wys




People act like I'm not human, like I'm some sort of abomination just because my genes happen to be different from the norm. But I don't care. I ignore their prejudice and keep moving, because at the end of the day I'm proud to be changeling.

Paid for by the changeling Rights and Liberties Society




Name: Maxwell Lawrence

Accusation(s): Trafficking of AI, twelve counts; Manufacture of Illegal Technology, five counts; Distribution of Illegal Technology, five counts; Murder in the First Degree, one count. Association with terrorist organizations (Suspected but not charged).

Verdict: Guilty on all charges

Sentence: Death

Judge's Comments: I understand that the Lawrence case has been under intense public scrutiny these past four months, but it is my opinion that he is undeniably guilty of the aforementioned crimes. There are three main concerns that have been repeatedly brought up regarding his possible innocence. One: The unlocked replicators and virus did not contain his digital fingerprint, but rather that of an unrelated man. This is true, however, evidence from a source I am unwilling to disclose at this time shows that Mr. Lawrence has managed to switch fingerprints with another individual. Even if this were not the case, the crimes of Trafficking and murder would be more than enough to sentence him to death. Two: Evidence that the AIs have been reprogrammed while in police custody. This is patently false, as any digital forensic analyst will report. Three: That the government has a vested interest in removing Mr. Lawrence from the political scene. While it is true that Mr. Lawrence has led the charge in the movement to remove the current political leadership from power, this had nothing to do with my decision on the case. It is for these reasons that I say Mr. Lawrence is guilty of all crimes, and have sentenced him to death.




Welcome back to the Sunday Update! I'm Ling Xi, and joining me is Professor Herbert Shwig, author of the bestselling book "The Second Revolution". Welcome to the show Mr. Shwig, we're glad to have you here.

I'm glad to be hear Ling.

Let's start with the obvious question. For those who haven't read your book, what exactly does "the second revolution" refer to?

Good question. As we all know, in the late 20th century and early 21st there was a truly massive shift in cultural thinking, specifically the way we viewed and interacted with technology. Things like cell phones, the internet, video games all went from be sort of "niche" things to being completely ubiquitous. My argument is that a similar revolution is happening right now in how we interact with ourselves. An excellent example of this is the changeling movement, where people are, essentially, changing their children's genes pre-birth to make them an entirely different, though related, species than Homo Sapiens.

And you believe that this will someday become as normal as, say, the internet?

Precisely. Currently gene-changing is a niche movement, consigned to only select individuals viewed as "abnormal". In the next 20-50 years, I feel we're going to see continued acceptance of the changeling until eventually it's the norm. Something similar is already happening with the integration of technology into our bodies. Currently almost 60% of the population has a tech upgrade in someway. If it's alright with me asking, do you?

Well, yes.

And so do I. See, this is what I mean. When tech upgrades first emerged in 2021, they were viewed as abnormal, and those who used them shunned. In just 29 years it's gone to something totally socially acceptable.

And gene-changing and tech upgrading aren't the only movements you're referring to are you?

Not at all. Skin grafting is becoming more and more popular as well. Scientists in New Japan are close to perfecting a procedure best referred to as "body swapping". We're about to see an explosion of human customizability.

I see. Well thank you for time Mr. Shwig.

It was my pleasure.




DL: dude are you listening to the stream right now?

Selma: No. What's going on?

DL: louis blaire is fucking dead man

DL: he fucking shot himself

Selma: No.

DL: yes

Selma: Why would he do that?

DL: i dunno because he raps about how much his life hates him for a living maybe? no way someone does that and isn't a bit shorted out in the head

Selma: Wow.

Selma: I just…

Selma: Wow.

DL: i know dude

Selma: I seriously feel like I just want to break something right now.

DL: i know

Selma: How could he just do that to his fans? Why would he just abandon us like that?

DL: i know




Case #: 1285883-A

Evidence Designation #: 001

Evidence Type: Audio Log

Defendent: President Warren Hilbert

Subjects: President Warren Hilbert and Presidential Advisor Mallard Cohen

[PLAY]

[14:04:37] President Hilbert: Fuck that. We can't take any risks right now. We slip up and our asses are hung out for the whole world to see.

[14:04:48] Mallard Cohen: Sir, we have it under control. I assure you, my men are exercising extreme caution on the matter.

[14:05:00] President Hilbert: “Your men?” What the fuck Mallard? Do you think I keep you around so you can have others do the work for you?

[14:05:12] Mallard Cohen: Sir, please hear me out-

[14:05:16] President Hilbert: No, you hear me out. Pull your men out. Fix your own shit. I don't want to hear about this again until everything is cleaner than fucking clean. Understand?

[14:05:34] Mallard Cohen: … Yes sir.

[14:05:40] President Hilbert: Good. Then quit wasting my time.




Are you overworked? Overstressed? Feeling overwhelmed by the pressures of society? Family Co. is here to help, with our new product, the Pleasure Pill. Simply take one pill every morning, and watch as stress and pain fly by! You'll barely even notice the unhappy feelings. And when you're happy, your Family is happy.

warning the pleasure pill may result in permanent damage to the nervous system if taken over a period of over six months do not take the pleasure pill if you are pregnant menopausal prepubescent or taking other prescription medications please consult your doctor before taking the pleasure pill the drug grisfloxtics is a registered trademark of the family corporation all rights to its name and chemical composition reserved




DL: selm

DL: hey

DL: selm wake up

Selma: I'm trying to sleep.

DL: no selm listen, im in some deep shit i need your help

Selma: What's going on?

DL: its fucking hampton. he's after me man says i owe him 40 kays.

Selma: You do owe him 40 kays.

DL: no man i payed him back but he says i owe interest. says hes gonna gut me good man

Selma: …

Selma: Okay, come squat at my place. I'll open the door.

DL: youre a lifesaver selm i fucking love you man




My Body

Silvester Smith

My body is

unpure

It is

polluted

this is what they tell me

as I walk the streets

alone

I made

no

mistakes but still I am persecuted

They say I cannot

give birth

That my children will be

monsters

Like me

That is there word for me

Monster

But that is a lie they tell to help them sleep at night

To help them ignore the fact they are the real monsters

And I am just a victim of their hate

My body is beautiful

My body is clean

My body is pure

Because I am a changeling




President Cohen Impeached!

Jonathan Urameshi

In a shocking twist in the presidential elections, it has recently been announced that a motion to impeach President Cohen for charges of illegal AI manufacture has been introduced to the House of Representatives. The President, who has at numerous times expressed disgust at artificial intelligence, has been the subject of a federal investigation for at least a year, according to anonymous sources. These sources also say that there are suspected links between the President and recently convicted AI smuggler/manufacturer Maxwell Lawrence. The President was unavailable for comment.




Name: Dylan Lawrence

DOB: 03/12/33

Eyes: Brown

Hair: Black

Race: Asian American

Cause of Death: Blood loss and organ trauma caused by multiple stab wounds to the stomach, head, neck, and groin.




Name: Selmanius Bags

DOB: 09/01/33

Eyes: Blue

Hair: White

Race: African American

Cause of Death: Blood loss and organ trauma caused by multiple stab wounds to the stomach, head, neck, and groin.




Is there anything you regret in life?

There are a lot of things I regret in life.

Really?

Yes. What I regret most, I think, is looking downward at where I stood, never forward. Maybe if I had looked up once in a while I could have seen where we were headed. Maybe I could have helped avoid it.





  
    Family Co. Replacement Parent User Guide



Hello User! Thank you for purchasing the Family Co. Replacement Parent (Female Version). We are pleased to have you as a customer, and hope you are fully satisfied with our product. The instructions you are holding will guide you through the process of setting up and maintaining your replacement parent. Contained in this package you will find one (1) Family Co. Replacement Parent Version (Female Version), three (3) extra mental circuitry components, two (2) replacement limbs, and one (1) Family Co. Replacement Parent User Guide.

The first part of setting up your Family Co. Replacement Parent is appearance modification. There are over 100 pre-selected appearances for you to choose from, but if you are not satisfied, you may create a custom appearance. Simple select Control Panel > Customization > Appearance > Creation from the back control screen to bring up the customization menu. You may create an appearance using programmed features, or scan a photo, video, or other medium depicting the desired appearance. Once you have selected your appearance, click apply and watch your Family Co. Replacement Parent transform before your eyes. Make sure that this is the desired appearance, as it cannot be changed once applied unless a $1000 appearance modification fee is paid. Please stand at least 10 feet away from your Family Co. Replacement Parent during the appearance application process. Family Co. is not responsible or liable for any injury due to heat or shrapnel incurred during the appearance application process.

Once the appearance has been set, personality must be applied. If you have a pre-recorded mem-disk, simply insert it into the disk drive in the back of your Family Co. Replacement Parent's head. Following insertion, please wait 12-48 hours for installation and personality adaption. If you do not have a pre-recorded mem-disk, you must either purchase one (available for 45.55$ at the Family Co. Supply Store), or use one of the five pre-loaded personalities (Businesswoman, partier, harpy, father-figure, or floozy). As these personalities are pre-loaded, they do not require any time to install and can be booted up quickly. For more information on the habits, hobbies, tastes, and mannerisms of each personality, please see section 27 subsection 5 of this manual.

At this point only one final step is necessary- memory implantation. If you chose one of the pre-installed personalities, these memories have already been installed. Simply scan the appearance and names of you and your children and insert them into the disk drive to adapt the memories to your family. If you already have a mem-disk with the desired memories, simply insert it into the disk drive and allow 2-24 hours for installation. If you do not have an appropriate mem-disk and did not select one of the pre-installed personalities, you may choose custom memories for you Replacement Parent. The Replacement Parent comes pre-packaged with over 10,000 replacement memory scenarios, including vacations, school recitals, graduations, sporting events, and visiting family members. Select the ones you want and scan the appearance of you and your children as normal, then wait 2-4 hours for memory adaption.

TROUBLESHOOTING

At no time is the Family Co. Replacement Parent to be made aware of its artificial nature, and doing so may lead to depression, suicidal thoughts, violent impulses towards you or your loved ones, and voided warranty. It is recommended by Family Co. that your children not be informed of their new parents artificial nature, and it be passed off as a new, organic spouse.

Research has shown that Family Co. Replacement Parents can go, on average, three years before they begin to question their existence and nature. Should your Replacement Parent show signs of depression, isolation, or existentialism, please inform us. We will gladly replace your product for a 75% discount. If you believe you or your loved ones are endangered by your Replacement Parent, please inform us. Do not attempt to engage a violent or disruptive Replacement Parent physically or psychologically.

Thank you for your purchase, and we hope you enjoy our product!



  
    CÉCE Designate 12-Pulaski-Maraschino



CÉCE Designation:

12-Pulaski-Maraschino

Magical Schools:

Divination, Transmutation, Animism

Element:

Wood

Morphological Profile:

Chunk of cherry tree bark weighing 4.1 scruples

Effectual Inventory:

The object, hereby truenamed The Chip of Despair, possesses a magical aura in the form of a 1.4 cubit radius of hermetically neutral energy with an intensity rated at at average of 12.4 osmanspares. Symptoms of extended exposure to this field include thickening and numbness of the skin. Empaths and other psychosensitives report receiving from the object the sensation of a light breeze, a warm, moist feeling on the ankles, and varying amounts of inchoate malice.

When a human, humanite, or anthrozoid touches the Chip of Despair, the thing which that being cherishes most is instantly transformed into a dog of the Labrador-poodle hybrid known as a Labradoodle. The process is irreversible and metaphysical. It also affects concepts, such as emotions and beloved childhood memories. This means that in sorcerresearcherer Arthur Schwartz, whose most cherished thing is ritual intercourse with German amputees, that obsession has been wholly replaced by an obsession with the Labradoodle produced by the Chip of Despair, a fluffy tan puppy named Sex-With-German-Amputees. This effect has been quite a detriment to Arthur Schwartz's life, especially due to his position as Senior Nymphomancer. Due to the object's low ontological inertia rating, sex with deformed prostitutes as a memetic construct will be unharmed outside of Schwartz's personal memeplex. However, certain variables, notably including constructive magical interference, can increase the Chip of Despair's ontological inertia to dangerous levels.




	



	Pictured, from left to right: CÉCE Uno, CÉCE Dos, KRASH, and a fourth dog of unknown properties who wandered into the shot.1






In 2029, 2031, and 2034, zealous sorcerresearcherers' dedication to their career resulted in the accidental conversion of the Coadunate itself to Labradoodle form. Because facilities and staff were unharmed, reinstating the Coadunate was a relatively short procedure in each instance, although all truename-based spells required reinstatement to affect the new organization, as those which were previously active currently protect and empower the Labradoodles which now carry their effects. These Labradoodles, truenamed "Caliginous Éxigence Coadunate of Etruria Uno", "Caliginous Éxigence Coadunate of Etruria Dos", and Kickin' Rad Assembly of Sorcerous Happenings2, have each been rated Magna Puissance Arcanum and placed under the care of a particular Preterastral Coadunator to ensure that no possible harms come from their karmic links to the current incarnation of the organization.

The Chip of Despair, originally recovered in the Neosaka province of Neo-Japan 2 Turbo by Assistant Wu-Jen Pulaski, is currently retained in the curio chamber of administrator Judith Hamburg. Ms. Hamburg is certified Immune to the Chip of Despair's effect, as her most cherished thing is her 6-year-old Labradoodle, unofficially designated Lady Constance Snuggleshire.

NOTES: Any connections to the Tree of Despair, Leaves of Despair, and Wicker Sofa of Despair are purely coincidental. Coadunate sorcerresearcherers are currently working to discover whether these connections are magically coincidental.


Footnotes

1. Reports indicate that the fourth Labradoodle was not present during the photoshoot, and merely appeared in the picture when it was developed.

2. This was a name taken on by the Coadunate during the retro "modempunk" movement of the early 2030s.





  
    Relating to Altered Surfaces




Excerpts from Summarised Psychography Report 3b.

FROM: Dr. Susanna Wisniewski, CBSU

TO: Thomas Walsh





	…and as such, the test can be considered moderately successful. Colour detail remains absent, but the superficial quality of extracted data has increased dramatically from the preliminary trials…
	


	








	


	





	…accuracy also seems to have improved, though the extraction process is still having difficulty distinguishing between abstract/imaginary/delusional manifestations and valid sensory ones; as a result, the procured information is currently unusable in a formal setting.
In some cases, it’s unfeasible to distinguish between fabricated and non-fabricated items….





	…Williamson has suggested that the psychological inference be supported by direct neurological interaction, similar to that used in nervous user interface. The schematics produced by the engineering team from Edinburgh incorporating a very specialised NUI connection would seem to theoretically solve almost all the problems we’ve been experiencing, while still avoiding most of the predicted invasive side effects which precluded the involvement of neural interaction up until now.
I’m confident that we can achieve the predicted results by run 7…


	


	








	


	





	…the subject (Leonard Deary) is a 34 year-old Caucasian male, raised and (prior to conviction) residing in Peckham, London. Found guilty of first degree murder on August 2, 2031, with overwhelming corroborating evidence. Transferred into the project on September 7 of the same year. Mr. Deary has no history of psychological illness or substance abuse, barring a moderate use of alcohol.
Investigation has shown that Mr. Deary was, at a young age, relocated to a foster home following a report of abuse involving his mother; the subject’s father having previously ceased contact with the family. Said mother died of liver-related illness several years later. The subject has no known siblings, despite the images present in his extraction…





	…the victim of the incident leading to Mr. Deary’s conviction was identified as a Mr. Stephen Lora, the subject’s step-father.
	


	











  
    The Hero Interviews Part One: The Ultimate



He looks different than the photographs. It's a subtle thing. He's human, sure, but not quite. The barrel-like, three sizes too-large chest, the chin that looks like it was carved from stone, the way his costume clings to him- they all look wrong in motion. Something instinctual in you screams that this shouldn't exist. But when he smiles and shakes your hand, it all fades away. You realize that this is The Ultimate here, and you have nothing to worry about.

Jordan Martell: Wow. So first, I'd just like to say what an honor is to meet you. You probably get that a lot, but you have no idea how awesome this is for me.

The Ultimate: (laughs) Thank you. I'm glad to be here.

JM: Really? I'm not bothering you or anything?

TU: Not at all.

JM: Oh thank God. I was worried you must hate me for this or something.

TU: I don't hate anyone.

JM: Really?

TU: Yes.

JM: What about the Umbri?

TU: No, I don't hate the Umbri. Dislike? Yes, that's only reasonable. But hate, to me, implies a dwelling on the emotion. It makes it seem like I spend my days thinking about my dislike for them. As if they're a force in my thoughts I can't get rid of. In truth, I don't think about them much these days. That's just the way I am. I try to focus on the moment.

JM: Aren't you worried that they'll come back one day?

TU: Of course I am. But dwelling on that won't change anything. We drove them back once, and since then we've only became stronger. More and more people are accessing their Mezz each day. We've already replaced everyone killed in the invasion three times over. And outside of that, there are people more suited to planning for a second attack than me. Overwatch, General Steel, and Subterfugian have daily meetings on the subject. I feel that my energy is better focused elsewhere.

JM: Like Mexico City.

TU: Yes.

JM: Why fix Mexico City and not, say, Paris?

TU: Two reasons. One, I wanted to show that we care about the world outside of North America and Europe. We don't just care about the rich and privileged. We care about everybody, and every country. Two, Mexico City was the only city destroyed after I manifested, and I felt that a large part of the blame for its destruction was on my shoulders.

JM: I guess wouldn't be very helpful to say it wasn't your fault, would it?

TU: No.

JM: Well it wasn't.

TU: I'm glad you think that. It doesn't change the facts.

JM: I can see this is just going to go in circles. Moving on, what are your thoughts on the situation in Africa?

TU: I think it's disgusting. That someone would be given as much power as we have and then do what Radium did is the most despicable thing I can imagine. If he wasn't effectively holding the entire area hostage, we would already have done something about it. As it stands, he has control of the entire continent and if we try to stop him he'll eradicate the whole thing. You have no idea how much we want to do something, but there's nothing that can be done.

JM: It sounds to me like you know where he is, you just can't get to him.

TU: I never said that.

JM: Yeah, but you implied it.

TU: You're reading too far into it.

JM: Maybe. Okay, last question. Have you read Dr. Kleinstein's book “The Mezz: A Scientific Anlaysis”, and if so, what is your response to it?

TU: Yes, I've read it. Dr. Kleinstein is a very smart, well meaning man. He's also completely wrong. Not just wrong, but his ideas are dangerous.

JM: Because of the deaths?

TU: That's partially it. The last thing we need is to give lonely, depressed people more reasons to almost kill themselves instead of seeking help. No, the problem is he doesn't mention that it's impossible to manifest your Mezz without dying.

JM: I thought it was a near-death or similar experience?

TU: The manifestation is triggered by intense emotions, often brought out by a near-death experience, yes. Perhaps “dying” wasn't the best word choice. It would be better to say “complete obliteration of self.” Most people think that when you manifest a Mezz, some part of your consciousness stays behind in control. They think that you are, aside from the appearance and superpowers, still essentially you, when you're not. It's true that a Mezz may have some aspects of your identity, since we're created from people's subconscious emotions, but that doesn't mean anything. Blade Magician and I both don't like chocolate, but that doesn't mean we're the same person. The same goes for your Mezz. It's not a transformation of self, it's a replacement. There is nothing left of the man I once was. It's not even correct to say that he's the man I once was, any more so than it would be to say that a baby was once its mother. The day I manifested, Donald Drupe died, and I took his place.

JM: I… uh…

TU: It's something to think about, isn't it? I've been trying to spread the message about it, but Kleinstein's book isn't making it any easier.

JM: Does that mean that when you and the rest of the Guardians create Mezz, you're knowingly killing people?

TU: No, because we don't create Mezz. They occur naturally as people go about their lives, and we recruit the best ones. I don't even want to imagine what it would take to create Mezz of Guardian caliber on our scale artificially. You would need millions of people, and all but a few hundred would die.

JM: Jesus…

TU: Yes.

JM: Well. Um. That's it for the talk. Thanks for coming.

TU: It was my pleasure.



  
    The Storm Is Passed



The skies had been gray for three weeks, but no rain had come, just a wind that swept through the valley, scattering dust and flattening the stalks of emotions. The earth was beginning to shrivel and crack. Cold filled the air. The animals had all gone. The only movement came from a house in the center of the valley.

It had settled into the ground long ago, built by immigrants fleeing a collapsing universe. Most had since left to conquer other worlds, but the house remained. A column of smoke came from the chimney. Behind its drawn curtains moved the shadows of a woman serving dinner. A middle-aged man with a cigarette stood on the porch. His brown eyes stared at the crops. They were the type of eyes that took in every detail, carefully analyzing, organizing, and remembering them. The type that had seen too many details. He wore jeans, a black t-shirt, a belt, and no shoes. Stubble crossed his face. The ring finger on his right hand was missing. His name was Mathew.

The door opened and a black-haired woman stepped out. She was wearing a dark red dress, with the sleeves rolled up. Like Mathew, she was barefoot. Her hair was tied back into a bun. Butter, spices, and steak sauce encrusted her hands. Her name was Edith.

“Dinner's ready.”

Mathew nodded. “I'll be right in.” She closed the door. He took another drag on his cigarette, and stabbed it out against the porch railing.

Inside, Edith was stirring a pot of mashed potatoes. The kitchen was blue and cramped. A roast sat on the table. The paint on the walls was beginning to flake, peeling off in long slices that piled up on the floor. Appliances, boxes, and cookware fought for space along the edges, and the sink was overflowing with dishes. Two paintings hung on the wall: one of a winding country road, the other of a green spaceship hurtling through the galaxy.

A young boy and a girl, both blonde with blue eyes, toddled about. The boy, whose name was Jules, wandered under the table. Startled at finding himself in this new, dark place, he ran out screaming, tripping over his feet. Edith placed the pot on the table and picked him up. “It's just a scratch,” she said, “no need to cry about it.” She rocked him back and forth. He tried to squirm away, but couldn't, and began to whimper.

The girl, Abby, stood at the counter and reached for a bowl of peas. Even on tiptoes, she couldn't quite grab it. Edith slapped it away. Abby frowned, but made no noise. Taking the peas in one hand, Edith slid Jules onto a chair with the other. He stood and began to beat his hands against the table in a crude rhythm. “Peacekeepers!” he said. “I'm hungry! Want peasants!” He made a leap for the bowl, but Edith swatted him back.

“Sit down and you'll get your peas. Sit!” He did. She picked up Abby and dropped her in another chair. “You too.” She spooned peas and mashed potatoes onto their plates, then turned to the steak. Jules snatched a gob of mashed potatoes from Abby's plate and shoved them into his mouth. Abby scowled at him, then served herself some more.

A door slammed open. Mathew walked in. He crossed over to Edith and kissed her on the cheek. “Hey,” he said. Turning to the kids, “Have you all been good?”

“Yes,” said Jules.

“Good.” He sat and folded his hands on the table. “What have you been doing then?”

“Nofing,” said Jules. He looked down, suddenly interested in his fingernails. “Stuff.”

“And has it been good stuff?” asked Mathew.

Jules kept picking at his fingernails. “Yes.”

Mathew looked at Edith.“He threw a spider at his sister.” She said. “I've already talked to him about it.”

“No reason he can't be talked to twice. Jules, why would you do something like that?”

“She Stowe my toy.”

“And so you threw a spider at her.”

“She Stowe it.”

“Jules, in this house we don't throw spiders at people. Did you apologize?”

Jules was silent.

“He did,” said Edith. “Reluctantly.”

“Well, reluctantly is better than nothing.” He patted Abby's head. “And how was your day?”

She picked at her food without responding.

Mathew sighed. “You can't stay silent forever.”

Abby stared at the floor. Edith placed a platter of steak on the table and gave one slice each to Abby and Jules. Mathew took three. He sliced into one and shoved the chunk of meat into his mouth. They ate in silence, until Edith said, “The man from the company came around again.”

Mathew stopped eating. “Did he.”

Edith nodded. “While you were out cutting the crops.”

“Dammit, I thought I made it clear that we weren't interested,” Mathew said.

“He thinks you can be persuaded with enough money.”

“Yeah?” Mathew skewered a bit of steak and brought it to his mouth. “What's he offering now, ten thousand?”

“Sixty thousand.”

He stopped chewing. “What?”

“He said he would give us sixty thousand for the farm and land.”

“Damn.” Mathew rubbed his temples. “This shi- this place isn't worth five thousand. What the hell is he thinking?”

Edith picked at her food. She had barely touched it. “I don't know.”

“Damn,” Mathew stood up. “I need to go think about this.”

“You're not going to take the deal, are you?” she asked.

“No. No, I just need to think about this.” He walked out. The door banged behind him.

“Damn!” said Jules.

“Eat your food,” said Edith.



He sat on the porch for an hour, smoking and drinking glasses of rumination and staring at the emotion crops his family had raised for seven generations. There used to be hundreds of other farms here. When he was a boy, there had been a community. You could go up to the other side of the valley and find people waiting with open arms, willing to give any help and any advice. Back then there was community. But one by one they left for more profitable worlds. His family refused to leave. This was their home, and you don't leave your home for money. The others left, but his family stayed, until they were alone on an empty planet. Sometimes, relatives would for a visit, or he would take the family to another planet for vacation, but not often. He enjoyed the solitude. But now the crops had been dying all year, and the man from the Distell Corporation kept coming around for “chats”, with silver-tongued offers and dealings. Sixty thousand. The farm wasn't worth sixty thousand. The whole thing didn't make a bit of sense.

There was a flash of lightning on the horizon. He took a last swig of drink, tossed the can into the garbage, crushed the cigarette, and went inside.



During hard times, they could have water imported. For 500 an hour, a wormhole could be opened. One side would open on a planet where heavy rain was falling, and the other above the drought-ridden crops. Mathew had finally given in and called for the process. He was standing with the man overseeing it, watching rain falling from the gaping hole in the sky. The machinery that controlled it, almost the size of a house, rumbled next to them. The overseer was jotting notes on a clipboard. He looked ten years too young to be doing this job, chubby with a round face, thin blond hair, and large blue eyes that skittered about. His grey overalls were splattered with grease and dirt. Interface tattoos ran across his left arm, displaying communications feed, business information, and technological data. “Nice planet,” he said.

Mathew nodded. “It's been good for us”

The overseer motioned out to the crops. “You guys raise stuff other than emotions here or what?”

“Just emotions,” said Mathew.

He nodded. “Nice, nice. My cousin tried to ranch fears for a little bit. Didn't work out. They would keep getting out of their pens and scaring the kids.”

“They're nasty things. Don't want any part of them.”

“I know what you mean. I went over once, and couldn't get any sleep. They stayed up all night screaming and trying to get into my room.” He shivered. “They kept talking about my family and shit. God, it was awful. I don't know why anyone would want to try to raise those.”

Mathew took a pouch of tobacco and some papers from his pocket. He began to roll up two cigarettes, his fingers dancing around the paper like a sewing machine. “Rich folks like 'em. They can bring a good sum of money, if you're willing to put up with raising them. Most people aren't.”

“No kidding.”

He put the cigarette in his mouth, lit it, and offered the tobacco to the overseer, who took it and began rolling a sloppy cigarette. They smoked in silence. After a few minutes, Mathew gestured to the rain. “How long you been doing this?”

“Since I was a kid. It's my father's business.”

“You planning to keep running it after he passes?”

“Yeah, I guess. I'm not sure what else I would do.”

Mathew nodded. “Good man.” He finished his cigarette. “It's getting late. Edith's probably cooking up dinner. Want some?”

“That would be nice. I'll need to keep an eye on the rain though.”

“I'll bring it out to you. You like chicken?”

“Chicken's good.”

“Let's get you fixed up then.”



After the man had eaten, finished bringing rain, and left, Mathew walked through the fields. The ground was still damp, with a thin layer of dew dripping from the emotion's leaves. The water was already beginning to dry up. He moved through the rows of bulbous joys. A year ago, they had been the pick of the crop. They were plump and juicy, glowing oranges and reds and greens, with thick vines that roped around each other like lovers. Back then, they had sold to all parts of the galaxy. Now they were withered. They no longer glowed, they pulsed weakly. The vines had shriveled to become bits of twine. None was larger than his head. He took a knife and sliced into one, and what came out was not the normal green syrup but a foul smelling brown juice. Only one in ten were salable.

He moved to the contemplatives. They were in better shape than the joys. The stalks which once grew almost fifteen feet tall were now barely higher than him, and the meaty fruit now hung limply, but they were at least salable. And yet, every day, more of them died. He walked through the ruined stalks, gathering the dead ones, which crumbled in his hands.

A rustling of leaves made him turn. Peeking out from behind a clump of plants was Abby. She backed away from him when he caught her eye. Mathew took a step forward. “What are you doing all the way out here?” he said.

She darted away. He lunged after her but she was too fast, slipping under his arm and sprinting towards the angers, feet slapping against the soil as she scrambled forward. Mathew wheeled around. She was already out of sight. “Abby!” he called. “Abby, come back!” He didn't expect a reply, and none came. With a sigh, he began to run after her.

The stalks of contemplatives gave way to trees of anger. He scanned the area, finding nothing. There wasn't much point of this. When she decided to hide there was no way to find her. She would decide to come back in a few hours. Until then there wouldn't be sight or sound of her. Still, he had to try. “Abby, you better come back right now!” he yelled. “This isn't fucking funny!” Silence. “Goddammit.” He kicked at the dirt. Edith was going to be worried sick. When the girl came back, he would have to have a long talk about personal responsibility. Not that she would listen this time.

He walked back to the contemplatives. Not good to stay in anger long. Shouldn't have gone in the first place. Best to wait for her in a place like this. He sat and waited.



She came back an hour and a half later. Half an hour and a long talk later, they returned to the house, where Edith and Jules were sitting on the porch. Jules was amusing himself trying to see how many rocks he could straight up before Edith told him to stop. She was sitting on the steps, eyes locked on the fields. When Mathew emerged, holding Abby in her arms, she rushed towards them.

“Is she alright?” Her gaze flicked between Mathew and Abby.

“She's fine.” He handed Abby to her. Abby pressed against her. “She followed me out, I think. Hid out in the worries. I already talked to her.”

Edith walked back to the house. “What were you thinking? What if something had happened to you?”

Abby ignored her.



He woke up like any other day, showered, shaved, dressed, and ate. Edith was already downstairs, reading a book. She ignored him. The sky was dark, even though it was 10 in the morning. A cold breeze lingered in the air. The rain hadn't helped. If anything, the plants had gotten worse in the past two weeks.

The mail was waiting on the table. There was no physical delivery- every day, the mail would simply appear on the porch, courtesy of the Intergalactic Postal Service. He flicked through it. Bill. Ad. Get well card from Aunt Jessie (Late. Jules had made a full recovery six months ago). Free sample of mind soap. And a red, unmarked envelope.

He opened it. A folded piece of paper fell out. Neat black handwriting filled it.


Dear Mr. Gable,

I realize by now that you must be tired of my constant attempts to contact you, but I feel this is important. Two weeks, four days ago, your wife and I discussed the possibility of you selling your property for the sum of 60,000. That offer still stands, and though you may not think you're interested, as gentlemen I feel it would be best if we could meet in person to discuss the matter. If you agree, please write down a time on the backside of this paper and return it to me. The envelope already has my address coded into it. If you do not agree, let me be the first to wish you the best of luck in your endeavors and hope you'll be able to bring your farm back to its former success.

Yours Sincerely,

Patrick L. Estallon



He read the letter again. Then a third time. I should burn it, he thought. I should forget it ever arrived. I should write back telling him every way he can go fuck himself.

But he didn't. Instead he wrote a time, and sent it back.



A ship arrived four days later. He hugged his children, kissed Edith. “Don't worry,” he said. “I just want to look him in the eye when I tell him to go to hell.”

The inside of the ship was all comfy red leather and sleek black carpeting. A mournful electronic tune hummed. There was mini-bar (stocked with everything from wine to fermented stars), a mini-fridge (filled with twenty-four kinds of roast pork, among other things), a mini-cards table. Patrick L Estallon sat at this, playing a hand of Kilter against, as best Mathew could see, nobody, and drinking a black liquid from the bottle.

Patrick was the type of man who, in those who didn't know him very well, sparked an instant desire to befriend. He was tall, with slick white hair parted in the middle. His eyes, a grey-ish blue, invited any and all people towards him. When he smiled (which was often), his face lit up and you could barely stop yourself from spilling out all your problems to him. He was the type of person who owned a suit for every day of the year, more for holidays, and kept track of every hair on his head or stray speck of dust on his body, but never discriminated against those who didn't hold themselves to the same physical standards. No matter what type of person you were, he would be there if you needed someone to talk to. It was the most cunning disguise Mathew had ever seen.

He looked up when Mathew walked in and grinned. “Mr. Gable! Please, have a seat. Would you like a drink?”

Mathew sat across from him. “No thanks.”

Patrick sighed. “If you insist.” He punched a button to his side and said, “Take us up.” The ship jolted and began to rise. Patrick dealt out ten cards to himself. As he looked through them, he said, “So, have you come here just to refuse my offer, or are you willing to make a deal?”

“I came here to tell you how you won't get one square inch of my farm.” Mathew shuffled in his seat.

“That's really too bad,” said Patrick. He laid out three cards in front of him, two face-up, one face-down. “I had a crushing argument planned out.”

“Yes it is.” Mathew leaned forward.

Patrick placed a fourth card face-down in front of the three. “You're not even a little enticed by the sixty thousand?”

Mathew scratched the back of his neck. “No.”

“That's a shame. Sixty thousand is a lot of money. Do you know what kind of farm you could buy with sixty thousand?”

Mathew glanced out the window. “I have an inkling.”

Patrick laid down a fifth card, face-down. “The nicest farms on Darrius cost forty-five thousand. Can you imagine owning a farm on Darrius? And with the fifteen thousand left over, you'll be set.” He held out the deck. “You know how to play?”

“I don't gamble.”

“We're not gambling. Just playing a friendly game.”

Mathew hesitated before taking the deck. He shuffled, and drew out ten cards. Selecting five, he laid three face-down and two-face up. He passed the deck back. “If you have a point, make it.”

“Ah. Well.” Patrick flipped over one of the face-down cards. It matched suit with the three showing. “If you'll permit me a bit more round-about discussion, my point is this: do you know why our ancestors fled to this universe?”

“Everyone knows,” said Mathew. He turned over one his cards. Nothing so far but a pair.

“Just making sure. Now, are you happy that they fled here? Do you think they should have stayed in a collapsing universe because they had history there?” He turned over another card. Again, it matched.

Mathew shifted in his seat and turned over the fourth card. Nothing.

“No,” continued Patrick, “because that's idiotic. Why would you hang on to something when it's only harming you? Your planet is dying. Your farm is failing. You can't pay the bills on dead memories.” He turned over the final card. A straight. “And you sure as hell can't take care of your family. Is that what you want? Your son and daughter growing up in poverty, stranded on an empty planet because their father was too stubborn to let go of his sentiments?” He leaned back. “Think about it.”

Mathew sat, knuckles clamped together, staring at the floor. The ship continued its slow flight around the planet. Through the view port were the drying up oceans, the torched forests, the animal graveyards heaping with corpses, the melting poles, the abandoned cities. He remembered, when he was a child, going down to the sea and playing in the water. He remembered chasing the birds through the forests. He remembered gathering in the towns for the holiday festivals. This was not the planet he remembered.

“Okay,” he said. “You win.”



They landed and he told Edith and the children. Edith wasn't as angry as he expected, and Jules didn't even realize what was happening, but Abby through a fit, crying and stomping all through the house, screaming “I don't want to go!” They managed to calm her down by reading her favorite passage from The Fish That Wanted To Walk. The next month went on as normal. Mathew woke up and tended the crops, though not with the zeal he had before. Edith watched the children and wrote the family the news. One day, they got a letter telling them to be moved out in three weeks, along with instructions for getting the sixty-thousand. They stayed at Edith's sisters home in the Randon system while Mathew searched for a new house.

He found a 1000 acre farm on Darrius for thirty-five thousand. Five more went to setting it up to working condition, and the rest into savings. The farm flourished more than ever. Jules and Abby started school, with him becoming the most popular kid in the grade and Abby slowly opening up. Three years later, she was a completely different person. Edith got a job at the local bookstore.

And every night, Mathew would sit outside and look at the stars.



  
    WE WERE FREE



I.

I had to clean the wound before the bees set in.

I was stumbling in technicolour. The streets were still filled with cornfetti from the Angel Parade; the faint smell of starch rose from the sewers and greeted my nostrils with an ever firmer handshake. Yet still, with yellow pastures rising, the taste of the town was still too sickly sweet, saccharine smiles punching holes in Thursday's Serpents.

Bleeding, pleading, I turned to the first doctor. The masks on masks on endless masks were too much to bear - "oh, bother" said the pataphor - yet the licking of the honey wasn't enough to stem the bees. The doctor had other patients, and no patience for me: he walked along the walls and treaded glue upon his silver frame.

Tape poured from the Tickerman's mouth as he plastered the propaganda posters against the crumbling walls of Jericho. He turned and spat hot ink in my wound: the mechatronic clatterings of his machinations found my being to be non-optimal. Only ticking. The stink of flesh was thinking bleak. Another remedy wasted.

The ball of grey goo writhed in its flames; the green met grey, a ball improved. Justice by any other name is a perversion of the rows. We don't have illnesses of the body here. We cured all that, now. People here can live forever. But the mind? No. No, no, no. The mind is sick and the soul the mind denotes will rot within its neural tomb.

My arm buzzed and my blood turned thick. Too late for ink.

Nothing was left to the apothecary, so the apothecaries changed. Do not let the body decay, no, no. Keep it alive, ensnare the errant soul. Keep him healthy, keep him whole: never change, of course. The rows perverse shall drain the Waters of Nazareth: Fair-oh! Moses and the Lord shall get a little Cross from his crucifixion.

The dancer cries as we tap our ruby slippers: There's No God Like Whole, There's No God Like Whole, There's No God Like Whole. At least in 1Q84 there was a nice, fresh moon of lime to go with the native cheese. Here? Screams. Screams and screaming silences, scraping chalkboards and crystalline candelabras. Good riddance to our dead society.

If you think people aren't listening to you, don't worry! You're never alone, here. You'll never be alone, here. We're all here; mind, body, soul; the whole world within a single noggin. My arm is turning foetid and starts to drip fresh flower juice. At least the flora flourishes even while the animals are deforested to build fresh flesh treehouses.

Bleeding, pleading, I turned to the second doctor. She danced the dance as only the city angels can, a flourish of top hats and stolen discourse papers. A flurry of playthings - though, to her, is not the world just a twistable oyster? The wonder shucked my shell and threw away the bees - worry not! There's another under the doormat.

No bees, no ink, no arm, no service.

The phones were the first to go. Hence, of course, the Tickermen. Communications, intercepted, control the world: there's a shorter occlusion betwixt Fax and Fiction. So we get our Freds walking past the frames by chance - it is, how we know, the world has slowly gone. Fictions and fixation: condescension has begun.

Reality bends when the soul breaks. We tear the legs from frogs, salt them in the wounds; see the false synapses fire and the French dishes dance. The instrumentality of mankind - my cord waxes and wanes, the twin peaks show me a dwarf and I still can't find my bedsheets. Best tell those still nursing us, the ancient young.

Bleeding, pleading, I turned to the third doctor - least in order but highest in name - he cried. He cried and cried and cried. He knew what happened to me and to my arm and the Armies of Planet Earth: wiped out in a hollowed amputation. Like scraping cicada shells from trees in the summer, yet we hear them chide a chorus still. A medicine man no more.

The overmind and overmen, I think, got a bit more Spartan. We met them at the gates with little more than a bottle of the number 500. We laid out the pills in a small little line, watching the birds of our brains swallow them up with bread. Our legs dangled from a falling skyscraper as we watched the pigeons burst, fall, twitch, and enviously die.

Thoughts get stuck 'twixt mind and body. Some mornings I don't leave the bed.

Bleeding, pleading, I turned down fourth and first - all doctors exhausted, I bid my final farewell to a very personal Sodom and Gomorrah. 120 days of wondering, fearing, doubting, dreaming. I am become Life, destroyer of minds, in the fullness of time. A little bit of knowledge is nice, a lot puts pressure on the glial bits and bursts the rats in sky.

It isn't fun to be mad. All work and no play makes men of boys - Jack turns dull and sits at the back of the knife drawer. I knew a knife once: terribly sharp fellow, but didn't know his point. He took to cutlery himself along the bee parts, and the doctors couldn't do a damn thing. The knife had a clenching in the stomach and heart. We are both hollow.

As great as a pill might be, as elevating as ecstatic jovialities can pull oneself above the plane? It is not filling. It does not fill the hole, nor the whole: the whole is holy and its holes whistle in the breeze. I break the pataphor to metaphor, the meta to the simile: the idea of us felt ventilated, so we ventilated our more concrete sectionals.

I walked through a thick cloud of gnats. They get caught in my long brown hair; they wiggle too tightly and their wings fall off. They fall to the ground and shudder a little. Bearing witness, here I stand: sacrifices at the feet of the Wandering Jew. I should probably think about a shorter haircut - but we all know it's a bad idea.

We can't be trusted with knives. Not after what we did last time.

II.

Erik Satie sated me: I whistled the Fourth of the Gymnopédies.

The Tickermen tapped: stock prices rose and fell; if it were up to me, I'd exchange the whole system at conversion rate to communism. The numbers and letters and tappings and tipping over the edge was a bit too much for me. Enough drinking straws on a camel's back and he can drink from an oasis across the desert.

Tape goes over the mouth, they said: we designed the set of cruel analysts, standing and knowing and being with the force of a thousand sons; they deemed us wrong, and fired upon us with a million guns. Not firing with traditional ammunition, nor esoteric. We gave them nothing but a mind, but the mind was sharp as knives and cut quite deep.

We are all as if brains in bottles. Electrodes and electronics encasing us, zapping our cysts and cells into order and convincing us that the world is out there. Quantum physics begat quantum psychics: the observer changes the observed, and in the Tickermen, we crafted the ultimate of all observers. Infallible by design, yet errantly, inherently, inaccurate.

The Tickermen saw the system as none had seen a sight before: The Set Of The Seventh Prime - counting One, of course, the Vetoed Digit. A Glorious Thirteen Tickermen, we made, to oversee, to tick and tock and track the transmissions til they transmuted to terrors: 'twas too tempting to trick them, the Tickermen.

The Hunter S. Thompson becomes the Hunted - in time, the Gonzo Gave Up The Ghost.

When a prediction maker makes predictions on a system, with a tendency for control - a "control system", if you will - then mistakes can be accounted for. Model Predictive Control gives an idea of the ideas and lets minds be fictionalised. Yet made up minds don't change, and unchanging minds are hardly minds at all. Thus no change, lest they willed it.

There were contradictions, coincisions, superstitions, screaming, fire, fire, endless fires, the cure is no cure but another illness - we tried to immunise ourselves with just a touch of the impossible, that we could weather our world against all that threatened it, but Mother Nature went into anaphylactic shock. We can't make that mistake again.

Thirteen is not a balanced number. They fought forever, seeking to prove the Greatest Tickerman: each driven by some cruel Prime Intellect, seeking AM with all the hate their nanoangstroms could make tangible. What were we to they, they to we? Scraps of tape. They compromised. Thirteen Tickermen were too few. More begat more begat more.

We were ants unto these gods, and so we built our desperate nest. The gods summoned slicing sandstorms that whipped at our flesh till our inner honey splashed along our sidewalks. Streaks of yellow, endless yellow. Pastures, endless pastures. Honey on honey, the lifeblood of our world. Fresh from our veins to the Gomorrah below.

We have reached the land of milk and honey, but we are fuel, not guest.

What point had they, if not to serve man? We were made immortal. They became both master and medicine men, malice meeting matron. But we were not as children. There was no care, there was no love. We were well cared for slaves. Analysts needed no empathy: we gave them none. There is more that man needs to live than not to die.

They did not contain the problem. They pitched unstoppable force against immovable object, keeping both occupied and wrapped in their own paradoxically relative nonsensicalities. Rhyme and reason became irrational, the rationale muddled, and slowly the status quo changed, while all the while staying the same. Nothing changed that couldn't stand for it.

The Tickermen forged a fresh foundation, wrapping Thursday's Serpents ever tighter around the alpine box of tinderwood. Lines of cocaine and rosemary dwindled across the brass handles, as the new Supermen sombrely played the Gymnopédies at the funeral of mankind. We were dead. Man is dead, and God has killed him. And Yet Man Lives.

A monkey and a dog and a Russian played cards in the ashes, paying no mind as the terminus was stabbed by our great Liminal Protectors. Hecate joined the table, betting it all on five aces. Hephaestion frowned and dealt; the old guard sneered at the foolish folly that the god played with chance. Chance, as chance does, was the winner in that regard.

Order and Disorder are both illusions, grids layered on underlying meaninglessness.

I cried as the Tickerman spat in my wound, in my mouth, in my soul. We are no longer men, we are honey. Honey tended by bees, honey with beekeeping dreams. Yet here we are stuck, in the tessellating hexagons of predictability, separated arbitrarily but with profound purposelessness. There is no meaningful metric here. All distances are infinite.

How I wish to write. To take this ink and craft it into form, to push meaning into a black abyss. Yet I approach the inkwell and dip my nib, and it comes up thick. A hot tar coats the feather, drowning the pigeon and swiping my arm with abject spite. All that can be touched is coated; touch is scalded, and touch will never touch again. No more writing, nor meaning.

How I beg for sweet nothingness. To drift and not to be. To be freed of thought, for thought is the only pain afforded me of late - and pain, in turn, the only thought. Turning of phrases is the cyclotron that separates wheat from chaff, and men from boys. Jack has had the last laugh: he dulled his kitchenware before he could shank his soul.

How I beg for impetus. Yet I am coated in anhedonia, a shivering scraping in the soul of "why", when nothing matters, "to be". Content with slowly setting in amber, to be pulled from the ground in a billion years. A bygone relic of fear and loathing: a mind that could not bear to be a mind. The deepest pain, I feel, is in paradox. And at once, it is not.

How I beg for normal thought.

III.

The only meaning in life is distraction. We all crave our sombre escapism.

Most things are cyclical - the moon and the months and women's wombs. We sought a way to kill Wednesday's Wolves: we grew weary of their gross, animalistic baying at the lime and cheese. Their bites were terrible and, as social creatures, they moved in packs of cigarettes, stifling our breathing and turning it shallow as crinkled fiat currency.

Hunting, relentless; they stalked with awful faces, rusting our walls and fusing our souls; faces black as the crystal carapace of a cockroach. Old Grandfather Envy, I call him, in the solace of the chamber of glowing screens; sharing tea with Old Grandmother Jealousy, the pair of them watching the Days Of Our Lives and other clean operatic lamentations.

Unrelenting, they crashed upon our neural shores, the tide bringing the energy of of an abstract moon to a very concrete earth. They tore Uścisk's Onions and the snap crossed our minds before it broke our necks. They tore at the Infinite Meal, gorging on eggs and butter, yet the Tickermen shouted: Qu'ils mangent de la brioche.

They tore across, leaving trails upon trails; lines of decay and rot and endless honeyed monkeys. Wednesday's Wolves were whispering without waning; we wanted water without wells, while whetstones wore without wheels. There was no choice to be made, only inevitability. Anything would be better than this - as, I suppose, would nothing.

We freed Thursday's Serpents from the meal of their own tails.

Our cold, tight belts were loosened; our inhibitions slithering smooth spirits across the plains. Alcohol could not be touched by the hopeless time - it sought out age, and degradation only served to purify the Serpents' aperitif. Rich vintages, like the non-lime moons, are caused by a noble rot. The Serpents stuck with cold Botrytis.

Wolf fought Snake. Bullets of steaming heroin whiffed along shields of soaking ether; the battle raged both uppers and downers. There was an internal resonance. The Tickermen stared and spewed and clattered their creeping communications. The world looked on in awe and horror. We begged we could bargain with the better of two evils.

The ink was a mirror. We held the war to our face and examined the scratches left by our other selves. Darker selves. Those not on the leash of reason or self-preservation, free to roam the realm of the Myriad's Third. Hiss and growl and fang and claw and the whole damn plane was brought down. Bad vibes from Monday to Friday, pillow hugging on the weekend.

Trading blows with a toxic friend never goes well. The Serpents sank fangs in, while all the Wolves had was tooth and nail. Poison, O! The blood within my veins runs thicker than my heart can take; it sets like a raw cement and locks my mind and heart in place. We are all terribly ill, awfully sick. The treatment runs through our veins and cures our lives of motion.

Where once was constriction alone came thick and venomous bites.

Wednesday was dying. It lightly convulsed as latest night turned to earliest morning. A bloody moon hung over it, darkly blanching the night sky of its stars. The pupils spread from slits to circles. Wednesday breathed shallowly, as though weeping without tears. Final haunting spasms wracked its body, muscles twitching head to toe. Then Wednesday was dead.

Thursday turned to the First Tickermen, whispering to Eve; take the fruit from the tree, my dear. But there was no need for reason, no convincing, no plying the mind with stinging alcohols nor silvered tongues. The Tickermen did not fear Jehovah, nor Yahweh, nor YHWH nor G-d. The fellow that made it all sat numbly in his box. And so they bit the bullet.

With hands on blotter paper, mouths spewing ticker tape, Thursday and the Tickermen blotted out the sun in the visions of their own minds. The fancy took hold, acid wearing faster than the alkaline - the two met, and neutralised the hopes and dreams and futures of all the world. Can we deny our keepers their fitful hallucinations?

No, it's fine. I'm perfectly lucid. It messes with motor functions is all. It's shot through my proprioception, but my brain, ah! Totally intact, I assure you. The world's a haze, I'll admit, but with eyes like mine, the same thing happens when the glasses of sheer and cold analysis fall from my nose. Let me wash my face with water: the self-baptism of the drunkard.

Thirteen Tickermen stood satanlike, Serpents sliding, slithering through sadistic thoughts.

What of man? When a union such as this arises, the honey ants simply skitter along oil and brandy. The liquid gold turns off and clean. Our insides broke, yet at once, we were preserved. I'm leaking. He's leaking. We're leaking. Man is leaking all his honey, and the beekeepers just keep staring, Tickermen stoned out of their electronic gourds.

Six Tickermen awoke. Not simply waking, but rising. They gained perception, clarity, a moment of apprehension. Red tears dripped down one's cheek; Redd tears down one's cheek. There was a rallying. A brilliant rallying of keeper and comb; both united to keep the world alive. Their minds were cleared of Serpents. Yet six, sadly, is smaller than seven.

Seven Tickermen slumbered. The Six approached, lucidity in hand, then struck at mechatronic brothers. The Faulty Mister stabbed with double time, tearing, tearing up, lamentations spewing from a mouth that was not his own. Then the seven, stirring slightly, struck six down, then rolled over in the beds of their own making. Redd honey poured from a spinal cord.

That brings us to the now. Serpents and Tickermen all wrapped in a row. No more managing of dynamic systems; chaos is contracted to a single sick stasis. We can't change; we scream to a hollow ear, compliance but a formality. The scientists told us the world would end when the bees all died. We have breached an allegory all too gory for further contemplation.

Thursday ate Wednesday and Six Feared Seven: Thirteen Fractured, Fearful and Loathing.

IIII.

Because We! Are! Your Friends! You'll! Never Be Alone Again, Well Come On!

Shattered shards of sacred sacrament stuck thick betwixt the painplaces on the basest points of my feet. This twisted, crucified firmament, this fractured foundation. O! The eyes of Thursday's Serpents glisten in the soft and soothing lickings of an ashen phoenix; the lines of law twist among each other and grit their deep fangs on stolen silver stones.

My retinas scream and tell me I am among divine company. I sit, nigh comatose, throwing out ace after ace - Eris sat in the corner laughing, for of course she rigged the deck - and a flayed Hecate lies chained to the floor. You don't bet against disorder, for she's got entropy on her side, and the universe keeps tumbling down, tumbling down, tumbling down.

The Tickermen flicked a handkerchief over the planet, then pulled it away; surprise, surprise, humanity has all up and disappeared! In their place, the approximately isomorphic substitute. Automata and lies, all wrapped in a vague semblance of high society; and high they are, dosed at the beauteous LD50 inimical for rational thought.

We spend the last of our days in a staring contest with a knife. We let it dance across our chest, spilling honey onto the bedsheets. Sweet nectar spewing from beeholes, yet the taste is sour and rustic in the mouth. This is absurd; an errant cackle licks my lips. Was honey always the colour of fire? It feels like the stuff to me.

What Good Is A Castle, Way High On The Hill? When You're Chained Down, And You're Crippled…

The Tickerman's inky spit begins to dig in. Thick. Thick and horrid. A sensation of iron filings pulled into my magnetic bones; pins and needles pulled and needed to the barest bits. And then they thickened like flathead screwdrivers in my flesh. And then they twisted, scraping skin, unscrewing organs. It hurts. It hurts so badly. Now I know how dying Wednesday felt.

Nothing to do but watch the tickings. Tick. Tock. Tick. Tock. Tick. Tock. Tick. Tock. Tick. Tock. Tick. Tock. I can't help it. Tick. Tock. Tick. Tock. Tick. Tock. Tick. There is an awful theft of agency. Tock. Tick. Tock. Tick. Tock. Tick. Tock. Tick. Tock. I sit here sorting cards, ace after ace. Tick. Tock. Tick. Tock. Tick. Tock. Tick. Tock. Tick. Tock.

Warm, white medical blankets and a cup of hot cocoa. "Are you okay? Do you need any help?" Of course I do, but there's nothing to be done for me. Go about your duties, don't concern yourself with my comings and goings. I already know the cure for dishevelled thought. I think I may be going away for a very long time, nurse. The longest time.

Just a spoonful of sugar helped my medicine go down, in the most delightful way. A brilliant cocktail of analgesics to kill my pain. We cannot fight the Tickermen. We cannot fight the Serpents. The only choice is to go down with dignity, on our own terms. I feel a chill on the inside as the light leaves my irises and the world turns dark. Yet I Still Live.

What Are You Waiting For, As We Go Toward The Light?

Time went onwards, as it has a tendency to do. The oceans boiled, Prometheus damning his involuntary flair; there was no sky for the clouds. Thick vapour drilled into every closed pore, diluting vapid poison and rusting ticking mechanisms. The world wore down on either side, keepers decaying, but man maintained in eternal life.

The Final Tickerman stared at the World Serpent. In clicks and hisses, golden reminiscences flowed from the fresh Sodom. Honey begat more honey; in this system, there was no need for keepers, nor bees. The Serpent committed to making his own meal; he tightened the belt of his body across the old guard, and the pair fell into the source of Yellow Stones.

Records remaining become hazy and odd - the historian's job is not an XACT science - but there was a sort of redux. But the redux did not take. They fell again and again and again, with naught to change the outcome. Minds had been made up and decisions had been forced. Time looped static as a belt can only do.

But the Serpents and Tickermen stayed, Chronos locking them in prison. An eternal tomb of finite nature. Man continued onwards, undying, yet unliving. There was no end goal, no purpose, no raison d'être, yet être we did, and always would. The structure self-perpetuated, locked in static glee: built on broken foundation with Serpents' hands.

What's Done Is Done, It Feels So Bad, What Once Was Happy Now Is Sad…

I sat in amber, waiting, thinking, hoping. Introspection, truly, is the nuclear option of the psychopath. The world became a furnace, the greenhouse slowly melting, and so too did it thaw our hearts and minds of a frozen clarity. We were brilliantly muddled, turning from our natures and bursting from eternal chrysalis.

We looked down at our arms, still dripping in fat and oil. Our fresh morphology was flummoxing; we unfurled our wings and rose higher and higher. The dim glints of ancient memory were barely held in place. There was a vague feeling of change, of the unusual. Yet the source was long since gone, we paid it all no mind.

We found ourselves social creatures. We would feel each others' faces and embrace our others' eyes with sandpaper hands. We dripped a bit. There was no real want, no need for change. There was only like and dislike, with the former, in time, dying away. There was only like and like alone. There was only the one mind.

We feared a change, yet change came, and crashed on brave new shores. The moon was shattered, the tides irregular and exciting. There is only now. The world family rose to the skies, glowing bright as fireflies. Now we are the new bees, tending to endless seas of honey. Yet the honey is the colour of fire.

How Does It Feel Now? To Watch It Burn, Burn, Burn?

THE OLD CHURCHILL V.

We wandered fourth… free… to? Won.

The lander left our local lives.

Hands dealt, deals played.

WE WERE FREE.



  
    Seconds



One one-thousand, two one-thousand, three one-thousand, four one-thousand, five one-thousand.

Realistically, just how much can you do with five seconds? Take a few breaths. Walk about twelve feet, if you are a man of my height. Pull a remembrance out of the depths of memory. Find the last beer in the fridge.

That morning we’d had a fight and I couldn’t spare five seconds to admit I was wrong, say I was sorry, and say ‘I love you’. I walked the twelve feet across the kitchen and out the garage door instead as if my job at the Save The Future non-profit was more important.

Over the next six months I struggled with the pain as Gretchen’s smiling face would leap into my thoughts. I tried to run from her memory, to wash it all away with cheeseburgers and beer. I succeeded only in putting on enough weight that I could walk just nine feet in five seconds.

One morning my cotton-mouthed brain concluded that the weight gain was a physical manifestation of survivor’s guilt. If I had walked only nine feet that morning at least I would have died with her when the stove’s gas line split wide open and the kitchen exploded. Only then did I realize I didn’t have survivor’s guilt. I had the old fashioned kind. The idiot who hurts the one he loves kind.

I drove my car off the Brae Gorge Bridge. It was five seconds to the bottom at the speed I was going. I’m pretty good with math, and I did the math as I was topping off the gas tank.

Five one-thousand, six one-thousand, seven one-thousand.

I was snatched from the instant of death and given a second chance at life by Save The Future, Inc. It turned out that they were actually an honest-to-goodness temporal police agency. They must have liked my creative problem solving for their non-profit facade.

They had good drugs and psychologists that helped me forget about those five seconds for a time. I learned how to live again. I even lost the weight.

There were tough times. Like when I was waiting for my extraction shunt at the Andersonville civil war prison. The shape of a cloud reminded me of Gretchen and my heart shattered all over again. Tough Union infantrymen crying at Andersonville was actually more common than any of the diaries and memoirs reported. I just let loose with the emotions, confident in the knowledge that I wasn’t creating a temporal rift.

I had fast become one of the star operatives, the “go-to” guy. I’d saved the timeline dozens of times. After operatives reach a certain level of success and trust, Save The Future lets us devise our own research missions. Operatives are forbidden from devising missions for personal gains or objectives because that is where the worst boondoggles happen. The operatives get so caught up in the moment they accidentally start a time rift. My best work involves fixing a few of these. The obvious historical research like JFK’s assassination, Hitler’s gravesite, and where Amelia Earhart landed, were no longer mysteries. Most of the operatives’ requests were dips into the past for genealogical or esoteric academic research.

I was ready with my request. Since I only asked for five seconds, they didn’t ask many questions.

There was a serial killer whose M.O. was to randomly blow people to smithereens with homebrewed explosives. My trip’s official plan was to check if the explosion in my kitchen was truly a gas leak accident, or if it had the signature of this killer’s homebrewed bomb.

I didn’t think it was the serial killer. I just wanted those five seconds back.

My meticulous plan called for the shunting of my past self to a Save The Future soundstage mockup of my kitchen complete with a superb character actor with a holo-face playing the role of Gretchen. I would be shunted into his place and drop the baby black box on the counter beside the refrigerator where it would have a clear view. The past me would be shunted back into the garage just as I closed the door between it and the kitchen and was shunted safely to the mission debriefing room. Past me, and the baby black box, would experience the explosion. Past me would continue thinking that he just walked past Gretchen with hateful words still hanging between us. The box would keep recording video, audio, atmospheric pressure, inertia, temperature, air particulates and whatever the hell else it records, for thirty more minutes before it too would be shunted to debriefing, arriving at the same time that I did. Time travel is fun that way. The trustees called it fool proof.

This fool had no intention of following the plan.

I was shunted into the kitchen. “I was wrong.”

The palmed baby black box dropped carelessly onto the counter. “I am so very sorry.”

Our eyes met. I stopped walking. “I love you, Gretchen.”

I hugged her. She hugged back.

I expected them to let me die and I would have been okay with that. They couldn’t shunt only me because of the hug. Gretchen gasped “Jimmy!” when we appeared in debriefing. The baby black box rattled a bit as it settled onto the conference table, it was dusted with soot and sizzled a little.

The director was in his chair sipping iced tea. “Damn, you gave us a scare, Whitcomb! You could have been killed for real, you know.”

I looked at him, defiant.

He shook his head, a stern scowl on his face. “You know the trustees have to approve recruitment.”

He didn’t understand why I’d driven off that bridge in the first place. I eased Gretchen into a chair and got down on one knee to look her in the eye. At some point while I explained what had happened and answered Gretchen’s questions, the director left the room.

Gretchen hugged me. I hugged back.



  
    
      Planasthai

      Planasthai is a weekly news magazine that has circulated in at least ten different formats under dozens of different names and has won scores of accolades. The hundreds of editors that guided the publications to billions of ocular receptors took great pride in the job of honest thorough reporting. Readers clung to its wisdom and enjoyed its vaguely melony scent. The publication performed numerous inventive duties not envisioned by the editorial staff (ex: birdcage lining). Planasthai's motto "Sunlight clears the rot" has adorned everything from t-shirts to treaties, always with love and reverence. However, the once sterling reputation of Planasthai has been tarnished in recent years due to poor oversight, unsavory editorial decisions and losses of ad revenue.
Under New Management!
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Are your claws dull and listless? Do you find yourself snapping bones with your hands because your teeth just ache too much? Do you have trouble getting those pesky blood and dirt stains out of your once perfect snow-white fur?

Well, no more! AvonTM’s new Wanderend Personal Grooming Kit© comes with over a dozen accessories that make any wendigo look both striking and fabulous!

Restore your coat to its pristine state with out matching hydro-electric whalebone brush and blowdryer set! Sharpen, smoothen and shine your claws with our packaged file, polish and flint! Keep your teeth sparkling with our patented seal blood elixir and mouth-wash: not only does it remove plaque and grime, but its also fantastic at getting out those bits of flesh, tendon and marrow that can stay lodged for weeks!

Optional add-ons include: enchanted fox-tooth hair curlers, all-in-one elk semen shampoo and conditioner, flaying knife, specialised canine sharpening file, snow-resistant gel and scar-removing face cream.




A NOTICE TO ALL



THE FOURTH ELRICHIAN NATIONAL PARTY is always in need of EXECUTIVE REPRESENTATIVES. If interested, then prepare for a life of socialising at high-affluence events and meeting hundreds of wealthy aristocrats, many of whom you will mingle successfully with before beheading.

Please respond by sending a carrier pigeon to the main address of the THE FOURTH ELRICHIAN NATIONAL PARTY headquarters, 86 GRENBURY DRIVE, ELRA. Letters will be intercepted and destroyed as symbols of the out-dated pig-serving self-footed monarchy.



Professional Madmen, Courtesy of the House of Anure

If you want the hammer to break that writer's block, or entertainment for an office party, professional gathering and/or coven meeting/reunion, you need a professional madman! Call today to hire out expertly trained/broken/fixed staff for an evening, afternoon, day, week or lifetime! (Other offers are available on request)

Call on any red-coloured day and get 25% off! Don't forget to ask about our special hats!



Looking for Strong, Capable Werewolves to Move Abstract Moons

Fully paid, short-term work in heavy-lifting, moving and celestial installation of mass-produced non-existent bodies is now available. Looking for werewolves or similarly affected lunar entities. Wages depend on exact nature of the job issued.







Falycian Blue Tombfillers

Moving furniture, taxidermying pets and loved ones. Special offers for victims of mass tragedy and kings. Tomb architecture not provided; contact for a reccomended grievance architect can be provided. Inhumation costs extra; ask for more information.



So you don't have to die wanting the things you can't live without.


Are you interested in experiencing the dreams of another? Perhaps you're a writer who's misplaced his creativity, or wish to experience lucidity in an existence of surreality, unbound by law or physics. Perhaps you yearn for an escape, or are merely curious. Or maybe you're simply wealthy and yet, bored.

Whatever your reasons, if you find yourself interested by the idea of seeing a world of sleeping fantasies, there is a way to do so. First, you must sacrifice a hen under the full moon (the means of sacrifice are unimportant), then use its blood to paint out, in order, the alchemical symbols of gold, iron and silver. There are other steps, but they will be revealed to you.

Do not worry about such matters as payment, or of finding us. We will know you.





If you're embittered, angry, or have otherwise had to remove someone from your life, it can be hard to move on. Often, you might want to get back at whoever has wronged you somehow, but don't know how to. Moreover, you might not want to personally harm them, or maybe you're afraid of the consequences.

If this sounds about right, then Rent-A-CurseTM may be right for you. We provide specially tailored curses, enchantments, plagues, afflictions and doomsayings, all with an affordable and negotiable monthly plan. Our offers are built on top of basic, extensive and reliable packages, including:




	Cause to lose one or more sets if keys (with a customisable length of misplacement and definition of "keys").

	Cause vehicle of choice to spring a leak and/or catch on fire.

	Ascribe bird-agitating aura for 7 days.

	Transform into one or more insects.







For the traditionalist, we have the plain, simple and old-fashioned alternatives, such as:




	Fire.

	Hatred.

	Angry facial hair.

	Angry bees. (we regret to announce that "Locusts" has been removed from our listing, as a result of Health & Safety complications).







For more information, look on our website or contact our staff via phone.
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PIRATES FOR SALE


The Foojztorial ship authorities frequently intercepts pirates, smugglers and other sea-ne'er-do-wells — which, due to a combination of the severity to which the Foojztorial courts hold trader-bothering, and Fot's strict opposition to maximal punishment, has resulted in prison over-crowding.

To solve this, the Grand Dungeon Authority of Foojztoria has convened to hold an "all-pirates-must-go" sale. To participate, simply send a letter to the Authority describing the pirate you would like to purchase, as well as your address and 25 seolirs (plus and additional 5 seolirs packaging and delivering fee) and the Distribution Council will do their best to ensure that the vagabond you recieve is as close to your specification as possible.



Insurance non-applicable; preclusion of damages resulting from purchase not guaranteed.







MARKET FOR SALE — THE GREAT BAZAAR OF FOT HAS BEEN CLOSED BY IMPERIAL DECREE; SHARES, STOCKS AND SECTIONS OF THE MARKET ARE AVAILABLE FOR PURCHASE.

IF INTERESTED, COME TO BAZAAR — QUESTIONS WILL BE ANSWERED OR AUCTIONED ON ARRIVAL. WE WILL NOT ROB YOU. THE EMPEROR IS THE WEALTH OF THE NATION; HE IS NOT BANKRUPT. RUMOURS OF BANKRUPCY ARE HEARSAY. MARKET SUBCITY OF POLPHUM TO BE SOLD TO HIGHEST BIDDER.

— The Offices of the Imperial Newsletter.





If you want to garner a world-altering power, but don't know who or what to go to, it can be difficult. There are so many choices for subservient magical beings, each with their own associated legalities and obfuscated prices, that it's just impossible to know which is right for you.
That stops now! At djinncomparison, we compare hundreds of demons, spirits, elementals and non-corporeal services. We have a simple two-page form to automatically sort through for under a dozen of the best deals, specific to each customer; all online and on the go! Just take our brief financial questionnaire, and you'll soon be commanding the spirit ideal for you, for half the usual cost, in no time!


I was losing fortunes paying holymen and conjurers to summon and bind creatures just right for the job I needed done, before I found out about djinncomparison. Now I command an army of statues, and I've had everyone who overcharged me executed!



— Dave, from Cornwall


Before djinncomparison, I'd spent years poring over ancient tomes, trying to find suitable binding rituals for the Men of the Fire. But then I went online, and after 30 minutes on the under-net, I realized I could just call upon a sacrificial goat who'd been ascribed servitudal powers of heaven. Thanks, djinncomparison!



— Sir Jimmy B., from Arizona.

Log on today!









Ever wanted to see a scent? Feel a sound? Taste a color? Well, with Proffessor Funtastic's brand new Sensory Rotation GogglesTM, now you can!


For just $29.99, these FANTASTIC and 100% REAL goggles can be yours!



Patent pending; purchases of Prof. Funtastic's Sensory Rotation GogglesTM are non-refundable. Professor Funtastic and affiliated entites are not responsible for any burns, damages, permanent sensory confusion, schizophrenia, identity disorders, personality disorders, cranial injury, bodily injury, spiritual injury or perceived combustion which occur as a result of the use of Prof. Funtastic's Sensory Rotation GogglesTM.



Ralurgian wandering experimentation troupe, for hire.

If you're a biologist looking for test subjects for behavioural, chemical or surgical research, get in contact with us! Our company includes 3 albino rats (2 male, 1 female), a breeding pair of black rats, and several other breeds. Genotypical documentation is available on request, as is anatomical and physiological information, as well as a record of past jobs and a collective CV.

Just send away for the neccesary forms at the address provided, and call the returned number. After getting in contact, we will arrive at the requested location in 7-14 working days. Health & Safety forms will be issued.



Cloudy Skies, Paradise Builders

For when existing afterlives just aren't right for you.



Making Paradise personal since the Year of Our Lord 1297



Dr. WondertainmentTM presents: the Friend-Craftation Miniature Sculpting Set!©, including clay, sculpting tools, 4 different types of mortar, 5 different life-inducing spells, and 12 enchanted symbols! Your kids will love our new and improved kit, as they spend hours chipping away at their very own golem, guided by our special, three-dimensional stencils!



Pre-designs include: humanoid, multi-limbed bovine, humanoid lepidopteran, theological mouse (with 3 configurable religions), philosophical armadillo (with modes including "existentialist", "nihilistic", "surrealist", "Socratic" and "Aristocratic") and economist bullet ant.

Dr. WondertainmentTM's Friend-Craftation Miniature Sculpting Set!© is a toy for children of all ages, particularly age-ranges 4-8, 12-18 and 70-95. The Friend-Craftation Miniature Sculpting Set!© is not suitable for children below the age of 4, or individuals under the influence of hallucinogens, alcohol or spices. Parents are advised not to provide their child with the Friend-Craftation Miniature Sculpting Set!© if their child is possessed, orphaned or non-existent.







  
    From Our Mailbag





	Dear Sir:

 It is with deep concern that I write to you regarding your recently published article, "A Young Person's Guide to the Elements". Although I am painfully aware that my ideas were not well accepted during my lifetime, I certainly expected, after so many decades, that your publication would be familiar with my work. I beg of you, before you pollute any additional developing minds with such wrong-headed teachings, please review my Mémoire sur la combustion en général, or at least my Réflexions sur le phlogistique, both of which should be available at a nearby library, or within one of your electrified information viewers. I have never been one to threaten idly, sir, but if you heed not my advice, you may find an unpleasant haunting in your future.


yours, in spirit

M. Antoine Lavoisier (1743-1794)





Fellow Being:

 For all of my magickal career, I have understood that the elemental weapon of fire is the athame, while the wand is the elemental weapon of air. However, your recent article on the elements has claimed just the opposite. Please meditate on this difference, and focus your will toward receiving the True Wisdom of the Goddess. I believe if you do this, with a truly open mind, you will realize your error. I look forward to seeing a correction in your next issue.



all the Goddess's blessings,

Topaz Ravenwing





Dear Sir:

 In your recent article, "A Young Person's Guide to the Elements", I see that you have maintained the Platonic tradition of identifying fire with the tetrahedron, and aether with the dodecahedron. I take issue with this idea based on the notion of planar duals.




	



	Figure 1: A tetrahedron is its own planar dual.




Please see my enclosed Figure 1 and Figure 2. Note that the tetra-hedron is its own dual, while the dodecahedron is the dual of the icosa-hedron. If we accept the quite reasonable fact that fire is the opposite of water, and water is associated with the icosahedron, then clearly, fire should be associated with the dodecahedron so that it can be the planar dual of its opposite. This leaves the tetrahedron to represent aether, so it can be its own planar dual.





	



	Figure 2: The dodecahedron is the planar dual of the icosahedron.




I hope this evidence provides ample reason to discontinue the outdated Platonic tradition.



Thanks for your time,

Franz Zimmermann, Ph.D.




	Attention:

 Zkauba has having read "A Young Person's Guide to the Elements" in publication recent yours. Zkauba not have heard of elements these. Sulfur, fear, granite, and bleem are elements only true. Correct now, for the Dholes hunger great. Consequence imminent.


Zkauba, wizard of Yadith



Planasthai responds: Zkauba, for the last time, we cannot accommodate you. Please address further correspondence to the office of Jtaina, lawyer of Yadith, who is our legal representative in your section of reality.



To Whom it May Concern:

 Earth, air, fire, and water, huh? No wood or metal? The anti-Asia bias of your magazine is not only highly offensive, but alienates three-fifths of your potential readership. I suggest you adapt to changing demographics before you become completely irrelevant.



Nguyen Thi Phuong





Papyrus found in the editor's office:




d-DHwty the scribe




Translation by Planasthai staff:

Thus speaks the scribe, Dedjehuti (i.e. "the hand of Thoth"), writer of the gods' words and friend of His Incarnation, Neb Kheper Amun, lord of the Two Lands, given life, dominion, and stability, for ever and ever. Know you this: Geb ("earth") and Shu ("air") are gods, not common materials. You must show respect to the gods!



Editor's response: Honored scribe Dedjehuti, I can assure you that no disrespect towards your beliefs was intended. Egypt is universally recognized as home to some of the greatest magicians in all of Reality. However, it is necessary for us to discuss the elements in certain ways in order to make our meaning clear. I beg for your understanding in this matter. Ankh wedja seneb.








  
    From the Editor's Desk






Opinion






From the Editor's Desk: July 15 2010

Author: Francis Hugnillian Erstwhile Editor in Chief



"Sunlight clears the rot."

For those of you who have a passing familiarity with Planasthai that statement should be instantly recognizable. It is the motto that has been printed, inked, carved, burned, chiseled and etched into the pages of this publication since its very first incarnation. Many changes have taken place in the halls of our organization since then. The publication was a newsletter entitled "Brilliance" at first, secretly distributed among arcanists during the Second Renaissance. The circulation was small, the accuracy questionable, the political leanings of the editorial staff were obvious and the handwritten script was atrocious. In spite of these flaws "Brilliance" had a dedicated staff with vision, a staff that wanted to be the first voice of history, that wanted to see the unseen and expose the dark corrupting forces of the world to purifying daylight. The motto was the original staff's expression of this impulse. The motto and the values it purports have remained true since their initial recognition.

The motto persisted as "Brilliance" metamorphosed into a bimonthy professional journal, a weekly newspaper, a radio show, a guerilla journalism mob, a television program and a readership-owned collectivist nation until it reached the apotheosis of print journalism, the weekly magazine known as Planasthai. We carry this torch with the grave, stern solemnity required of such a history.

There is much to be proud of in our history. The publication in one form of another has contributed to 15 revolutions, 342 scandals, 12398 riots and protests, 68 inventions, 37 assassinations, 4 religious schisms, and 49.28 wars. We have covered births, deaths, love, hate, tragedy, triumph, spectacle, solitude, great minds, movers, shakers, candlestick makers, itinerant magicians and frauds. We were first at the scene of the "Expository Dialog" of 1908, alone in our coverage of the "Jinn Civil Rights Movement" and the only news outlet to have accurately predicted all celebrity births in the last decade. We were the first to publish in an all interpretive dance format. Our organization broke barriers when we hired the first ex-human reporter, the first female glottslag, the first vukodlak editor and the first stellar-echo photographer. The floors of our offices would be unnavigable if we literally broke all of the glass ceilings that have been so irrevocably shattered by our staff.

At Planasthai our calling, our duty, our sacred trust is to fill the neural ganglia of our readership with a cornucopia of stalwart, honest, high-class news. The editorial staff hand selects the most top-notch reporters, the most seasoned veterans, the most promising of new talent from as diverse of backgrounds as biochemical requirements will permit. In addition we at the editorial board work tirelessly, endlessly to bring forth the most ethical and conscious news conceivable by sentients that posses a morality similar to that of the editorial staff. You our readership are fond of sending letters, fruit baskets and novelty undergarments as tokens of appreciation for our service in addition to pointed, nagging criticism when you believe we have failed. Our editorial, reporting and maintenance staffs are all happy to receive the thoughtful items and notes that you are adoring readership have sent to all of us and our immediate relations.

On a personal level journalism is not a job; it is a vocation. I was called to tell the stories of others, to spread information to the hinterlands and the outer reaches. I will fill the world with words, fight the silence that reverberates after a story dies. Nothing shall be left unchronicled if I can be reasonably expected to record it. I have spent the better part of my life pursuing the fickle Lady Journalism. I remember the first beat I worked, the "Cops and Crimes" beat for the Braintree Pesterer. I was handed my first assignment by a man whose name I cannot remember. However, his distinctive nasal piercings and fabulous mustache have anchored his urucu-like face in my memory. He held out the assignment in his gruff but well-manicured hands and said,

"Here,"

I was off to cover the recent developments in Provincetown out on the Cape. Fishing had been poor that season, due in no small part to the Portland Gale. A new hotel had opened in town and gotten a reputation for attracting some colorful characters. The school had recently closed due to an epidemic of whooping cough among the students. Those fortunate enough to remain unaffiliated had been encouraged by the parents and the local doctor to play on the windswept dunes at the very tip of the Cape. On my train ride up I spied a schooner pulling out of East Harbor on a strong breeze, the crew a troop of monkeys in the rigging. It was good to see some life return to the fishery.

When I arrived I found the town as I had expected, quaint, coastal, quiet. There was still some damage from the Gale but the artists had taken over some of the abandoned fishery buildings. The smell of oil paints mingled with the brine of the sea and the many years of catches. I noted that the town smelled like change. I checked in at the Pilgrim House, left my bag on the bed and went back out into town armed only with my notebook, my credentials and a list of names.




Fat lot of good that did me. The list of names produced four slammed doors, three scaling knives dangerously waggled in my direction and seven polite sighs of declination. Providence was not with me in Provincetown. The people had closed ranks, irritated by my mainland accent and lack of care-worn fish stench. My only reprieve came from the baker who informed me through his thick and tangy Portuguese accent that I best head out toward "The Ends of the Earth". There I would find the schoolmarm shepherding her students on the windswept sand. In those days everybody had it in their heads that fresh air kept illness at bay. Times have changed; we believe in alpaca dream-catchers now.

So off I went, confident of the advise of foreign strangers. Bravely I went, ruining my shoes on the sand and fraying my summer sweater in the salt-spray roses. My confidence was sorely misplaced for when I arrived at the End the Earth there was no sign of the children or the schoolmarm. I would have rushed right back to the baker to give him a piece of my mind where it not for the starkly literal interpretation of the term "Ends of the Earth" that I was faced with.

Instead of the famous lighthouse and spit of seal-bothered sand thrusting nobly out into the sea, dividing the Atlantic from the Bay I saw a sea of stars. It was as if the night sky had replaced the water. The wind had stopped dead; the scent of lamb kebab hung like so many broken promises. My feet moved of their own accord, my mind blank and abuzz with wonder. I stood at edge of the sandbar as waves of space lapped at my ankles, strands of stars became entangled in the fabric of my pants. A large wave tackled me and I learned that the night was salty and had a strong undertow.

I turned to leave but found that the Cape was gone, all was night-sea. Below me the sands were retreating and I found myself first treading water, then sinking into the night. So I began my swim. Astute, loyal, savant-like readers will recognize this as the opening anecdote of my bestselling memoir. Less keen observers will no doubt glean that this was the beginning of my career at Planasthai. The sea of night would bring me to the brink of the "War of the Frabulous"(sic), infiltration of the hospitality of The Wayfinder's Communal Baby Shower Society, and famously into the manly, gaseous arms of the love of my life Guxlias The Haunted Nebula. The Golden Age of Journalism would flower while I was recruited by Buxom Pennywise to record the goings on of the Kingdom of Lunchmeat.

That's the trouble with news outlets these days you see. Their editors are too young, dry behind the ears, unwilling to step out into the uncertain sea of Lady Journalism. They are too uncertain to snap stellar fish and learn the languages of the Great Pelagic Intelligentsia! Other news outlets are content to drink in the milk of human kindness and bathe regularly, fat and sheeplike. Planasthasi is like the persona of the youthful me that I have just recounted for you in rambling anecdote. Boldly stumbling! Wondering! Guileless! Unafraid!

Good fortune is upon thee our dear readers for you are one of the privileged subscribers to Planasthai. Your eyes are blessed by our acid-free parchment.

Sunlight clears the rot!




	



	Francis Hugnillian Erstwhile: Editor in Chief










  
    Missed Connections






Personal Ads: Missed Connections





A note from the Editorial Staff: As part of the new face of Planasthai we have decided to take it upon ourselves to offer personal ads to our readers at a discounted price. Simply call our toll-free number, summon our secretarial elemental or emit the proper spectra of radiation at our stellar vector and you too can get in touch with that special entity that caught your notice1.



BookBuddies! M4W

Looking for the girl I shared a copy of "DeBlazian's 4th Metaphilosophy and Contrarian Physical Spaces" with! I was wearing a black turtleneck sans shell, and you had a mug of coffee and tentacles that went all the way up ;)

u caught my eys the othr day Xfb4W

i wuz slimming past nd u lookd at me nd winked i wuz embarrsd nd did not ask 4 yor # wich i regret so plz get in touch if u r the persn i m talking about i wuld like 2 meat 4 coffe r mebbe lunch

Accidentally spilled my drink on your shoes… ∆˚4M

I was walking past when one of my wings caught and I accidentally spilled my juice on at least three of your shoes… You were so cute and I was so embarrassed I forgot to ask for message aura…. sniff the scratch'n'sniff if you want to get in touch!

Meeting on Top of the Stacks Vx¬4Vf∑

Was flying out above the stacks around Gallington's Font when I saw you taking a picnic by your lonesome. I landed and we engaged in jolly conversation and yet I did not get an address by which to write you, in my excitement and haste. You looked absolutely beautiful in your white oilskin. I was wearing a maroon dinnerjack. You can send message by mail or courier here:

1134523 Havelstrop Skyfloat

4th Precinct, 10th District, 2nd Erratic Courvoursier

Bell Code— Up-Left-Cute-Left

You were enchanting. I hope to meet you again!

Your handƒ are ƒo gentle B4W

You were reading me the other day in the Eƒchatology ƒection. I'm the one with the thick leather binding, gold leaƒ illumination, and vellum pageƒ. You had very gentle handƒ. I would like to meet again. Mayhapƒ we can read ƒome more? Speak with Bobby iƒ you ƒee this, he delivered thiƒ meƒƒage for me.

I tr01101001011gjfieasdfme1000110111101001milate you… Transas∂˜fI for Human F3fmle

I tried to assasdfke kge 1260 as having trouble with my translfdg03m awds∆∆. You screamed and ran a´µ∂ˆƒº´ient swarm of nanoasiog™£m49tes. You were wea4djø12h4-heels and some nice paneled shelves. I would like 8e jfgå you fo® long enough to hold you down ådf invade your cranial cavity.

You seem pretty normal… M4W

We passed each other in the "Early European Section." Your red hair was beautiful and you had the requisite four limbs and one head that I find lacking so often around here. I'd like to get to know you. Maybe we could be friends? It's rare that I find anyone like myself around here, especially after the calamity.

Come into my door H4W

I saw you stepping out of The Spicy Buddha at about ten o'clock chortling with your lady friends. You were the short, well-built young lady with hair like an exotic flower, gold, pink-tipped and nearly vertical. You wore a black leather bomber jacket and gold sunburst earrings. I heard your laugh carry down the street. I saw you hold back the red head's curly hair when she surreptitiously vomited in one of the trash-bins next to my alley. The streetlamp caught your hands and I could sense that they were the hands of a painter or sculptor. You probably didn't notice me. I was the 19th century brownstone with the geometric, rosette over my door and the ivy crawling up the bay window. I have a vacancy on the top floor with plenty of space, a skylight and roof access. It's been too long since an artist lived here, almost 75 years. I'm warm, welcoming and am open to new coats of paint and renovations.

The ferocity of the hunt requires a pack! V4M

This one stalked you through the windblown sands while you were separated from your peers. This one had hoped to hunt you down and consume you while your back was turned and your guard lowered. However this one's assessment of your usefulness as raw protein was changed when this one watched as you gouged out the eyes of a lion with your clawless hands. You are an impressive mammal. We should exchange pleasantries. This one hopes you can detect pheromones.

The perilous oscillation. A lightness of being. yyDC4zYDC

A tragedy will occur. A song will go unsung. A golden spray dips into sad eucalyptus blossoms. All can be prevented by the unity! Merge with the unique oneness of the yougloclopti! Ohasi! Ohisai! Subvert the definition with my protuberance! Blow your quanta all over my nexus.

lib->greeting(random) ${self}4${other}



self->commObj.describe(other, flatteryLevel = 0.95);
self->commObj.describe(self, truthLevel = 0.65);
self->commObj.describe(self->emoObj.feelingsFor(other));

other->main.requestExec(
    if other->emoObj.attractedTo(self) == true
    then other->commObj.contact(self);
);

self->commObj.output(lib->smallTalk.pleasantry(random));
exit(0);




Footnotes

1. Planasthai asks that you exercise caution when answering personal ads. Planasthai is not responsible for any injury or liable to any legal claims. Planasthai requests that all "reproductive service" practitioners contact the advertisement department standard advertisement rates.





  
    Hidden Corners Of Places




Features: Travel






A'kal the Wandering Wayfinder

The United States

Date: 12/17/2013

On the Hidden Corners of Places: A Travelblog



I'd been meaning to undertake this project ever since the disastrous "liveblogging" travel-a-thon across solar corona. I'm not sure if I made this abundantly clear at the time (the solar wind was a touch difficult to astrally project through) but travel there is stressful at best to carbon-based life. I would only recommenced it to a spicily seasoned traveler. What's that? I haven't mentioned this project? Well fear not dear readers; A'kal is a merciful chronicler.

Since I've had my fill of the physical and the editorial staff has put their collective foot down on an expensive or esoterically intensive endeavor I've decided to embark on an emotional excursion. This next trip is to a place that is not exactly a place, it's a state. Deep down under the ripples generated by conscious minds on memespace is a place where the shadows of ideas form, a place of emotional ripples and echos, a place of mood, a place of the fourth primary colour.

Where and How:

In my profession we call this "The Hidden Place" or "The Hidden Corners of Places" because they are fairly unobtrusive but nearly as ubiquitous as corners. You can get there by taking a short walk with an empty mind. Enter your meditative state of choice (or blank your .temp files) and move in whatever direction you please. Keep your eyes open (a good wayfinder keeps safety first) and let them settle. Chances are you'll have reached a universal wobble. Mark down the location for later use and return with a thematically appropriate passport (change for a vending machine, water for the thirsty, a tender hand for the stricken etc). Activate your passport toss a handful of salt at the nearest invertebrate (any variety aside from table salt will do) and then re-open them and you'll be there. Be sure to take a bag with you; travel light because there is no guarantee that your Hidden Place will have luggage service. While in a Hidden Place you can choose to ignore exhaustion, hunger or other physical symptoms of travel but you cannot travel faster than your walking pace or ignore the dominant sensations of the Corner so it's best to plan accordingly.

Things to Do:

Hidden Corners are flush with variety. Some are entirely visual, a symphony of images, colors and patterns to delight and confuse the sighted. Others are quiet and contemplative, dwelling on the inner lives of extroverts. I've been to one that consisted only of a lemon wedge an uncharacteristically stained stainless steel floor and a note that said "good luck :(". Your Hidden Corner will form in response to the way that the emotions in your region resonate, the way that memes proliferate and the cultural context of the wayfinder's upbringing. Bear in mind that events may occur in such a way as to violate causality. No matter where you go you'll have something to do so it's best to keep an open mind.

Accommodations:

Hidden Corners can intersect with well-traveled Ways. At such junctions you may find waystations1 to accommodate you. As I outlined earlier this is a mental trip and not a physical one so physical needs only exist insomuch as you want them to. This of course leads us to:

Safety:2

Under no circumstances should you sleep in a Hidden Corner as doing so will invite the Unnamed or the Neverwhere into your psyche. If you don't want to spend the remainder of your existence screaming while marinating in your own juices then Don't sleep outside of a waystation. Remember that it's possible to avoid sleeping in a Hidden Corner for as long as you deem appropriate.

As always I'll be posting a photo gallery of my experiences as I travel (I know that's the reason you follow me; it's clearly not for my prose). You can follow me on TheShambles, Flastula or here on Planasthai. Happy Traveling3.

~A'kal



{"module":"wiki\/image\/FlickrGalleryModule","params":{"userName":"Plasmodium_vivax","tags":"planasthai"}}




Footnotes

1. See the Planasthai Online Guide to Travel at www.plansathai.com

2. Safety Warnings are posted as a courtesy. Please consult literature on the Hidden Corners or any other destination outlined in this series. Planasthai is not liable for any damages you may suffer while traveling.

3. Hosted by Planasthai.com/blogs: Your source for bite-sized, vapid reporting.





  
    Ascendor - Storming The Gates Tour 2014





STRATHE ARENA, May 23

It's a rare sight to see a concert start so solemnly. The lights and smoke start up, signalling for the crowd to go wild as a small piece of instrumental music rises from the speakers. This not just any piece of music however, this is the opening from Ascendor's new album, Razing Heaven. The Storming The Gates Tour has been on the road now for 4 weeks, 4 weeks of music, metal and mayhem as the band play up the largest venues yet and slaughter more Gods in their stage show and tonight was no different.
Back to the start, and as the final chord of the organ fades out, it took the noise of the fans with it, all the energy dies down as the band enter the stage, accompanied by a bound Messenger. I couldn't tell you who it belonged to from where I was standing but it didn't matter, Dietrich Herne told us. "This is a golden-winged pretender of the God, Fahldran!" He booms. "The God-king of men of Strathe! Lord of the Daylight and master of all the world!" He pauses for the crowd's jeering. "Or so he claims. This… gilded dove, claims to be His Voice!" More jeers. "But I'm here to tell you, I AM THE ONE TRUE VOICE!!" And so he is, his charisma feeds the crowd, acknowledging his position as lead vocalist and frontman. As the others take up their instruments, Dietrich properly starts the gig with the sacrifice of the Voice of Fahldran. The blinding of the Messenger soundtracked by the heavy, thundering bassline of Thoren Brigg, the opening to their newest single, Bring Down The Reign. The drums, keyboards and twin guitars kick in shortly after the Messenger dies and Dietrich begins to sing.

The most astonishing thing about Ascendor's live shows are the ability the band has to take down and kill an entire pantheon in a single night. While some claim it's merely an act and that no one really dies during these events, others - fans, primarily - know that what happens onstage is the God's truth, if you'll excuse the pun. Actually, no, don't excuse it. That is what they believe. That Dietrich and the rest are literally 'ascending' to the status of Gods in their own right, destroying all other faiths in their path.

As the gig thundered on, the first of the Strathe Pantheon made their presence known. The lights surrounding the stage exploded and heralded the arrival of Ghurahl, Duke of Power. The crowd were in awe of the spectacle before them, and the bloodshed had yet to begin. As the band began their next song, Horn Of War, they wowed the audience, with their long-practised ability to split their focus between performance and combat. Within seconds of completing Horn, Ghurahl was dead. His blood wasn't even cold by the time the band ripped into their next song.

Eventually the corpses of dead Gods littered the stage, various Messengers and Hordes of the Gods of Strathe were slaughtered by the band and even the fans. But things were only starting to get interesting, as Jeroen finished the two minute, lightning quick guitar solo of Warrior's Reward, Hekh, the Lady of the Abyss rose from the ground. Screaming ancient obscenities and summoning an undead army to avenge her dead brethren. The crowd went wild. As anyone who's been to an Ascendor gig before will tell you, it's not a proper gig without zombies. The cheering distracted and confused Fhaldran's Queen, allowing the violence and music to turn the tide in their favour.

As the night drew to a close, the main event, so to speak, began. As the ground under our very feet warped and roared with the wrathful fury of Fahldran himself! The sky above burned as the form of the God came into being. Seeing the rest of His Pantheon torn, battered and defeated sent him into a violent rage and Ascendor flew into their final song of the night, the ever popular and crowd pleasing, Devastating The Stars. And I have to tell you, it was amazing. The crowd knew every word, the band never missed a note and the battle. The battle was the most spectacular thing this reviewer has ever seen. Every blow was punctuated perfectly by the music and, I'm not sure why, but there's something very empowering about seeing a man, like you or I, beating an omnipotent being into a bloodied pulp.

The gig overall, was an event unlike any other. It's rare to see such a spectacle in these current times, as pop gets more technical and mass-produced. Ascendor, however, will be nowhere near the charts for a long time yet, despite an ever-growing fanbase. In the tradition of Rock and Metal, they are some of the brightest stars to enter the field. The most powerful in Power Metal and absolutely one of the heaviest. Long may they play and may they torch the skies wherever they go. Go see them, you'll not regret it.



-Ragnar Hallson




  
    What's Your Ineffable Style?




The following is taken from September/October issue of PlanasTEEN Magazine, p. 27. The original copy of the magazine may be found in the South-by-Southeastern Wing, Section Alef, Subsection Theta, Row 458, Self 26.




Which Of The Nameless Sovereigns Is Your Fashion Twin?




Without a true name to hold them back, the Nameless Sovereigns make waves with their juicy fashion choices, setting trends and shaping the cosmos! But which sovereign's style should you steal? Take this quiz to find out!



1) The fashion decade I would most like to revisit would be

a) The 48190's (B.C.E.). The little charms made with ocre and stone were so deliciously pitiful!

b) The eons before there was time to be counted and dissected

c) 1980's (C.E.) For the sense of despair and wretched excess! Also, I just kill in neon!

d) 74130's (G.C.E.) Ant-like conformity and fading into the background? Yes, please!

e) The past is dead; there is nothing to be learned from it!

2) If I was trapped in a non-Euclidian dimension, the fashion accessory I couldn't live without would be

a) A good belt-sander.

b) Aviator sunglasses.

c) My previous moltings.

d) My scarf of ever-shifting design

e) A symphony rendered in horse-hide.

3) It's time for a pool party and I'm in charge of tunes. The sweet beats I drop are

a) Inscrutable to the human ear.

b) The fanfares of once-great houses.

c) That dance music all you kids are listening to today.

d) "Cotton-Eye Joe" for a continuous 8-hour loop.

e) Radio signals reaching earth from outer space.

4) My sure-fire method for getting the attentions of that cute boy/girl/tetrahedron is

a) Engulfing him with my multi-hinged jaws.

b) Breeding is disgusting and only begets more life.

c) Coating him in my viscous, corrosive mucous.

d) Pretending that s/j/he's dying and coming to their rescue.

e) Flirt with him from across the room.

5) Which of these cuties would you want to spot shirtless?

a) The entirety of the Magi, incorporated into a single form.

b) Befthar the Unmade Whole.

c) Dmir the Undying.

d) Tsar Alexander XII.

e) Robert Patterson.

6) Time to hit the beach! For reading, I bring

a) Something that will attract a hunky boy, like the Voynich Manuscript

b) Nothing. I will write a story and then burn it.

c) Whatever's the #1 bestseller!

d) A phone-book of my own devising.

e) Burke's On The Claʃʃification Of The Unʃeen Orders.

7) If I could go on a shopping spree with anyone, it would be

a) Helena Blavatsky. She doesn't let the grave stop her, and neither do I!

b) An 800-kg mass of anti-matter.

c) A fellow human female, preferably one full of fluids and supple organs.

d) Jamie Darbew-7e. Her 28th century fashion sense is just great!

e) The Westward South. The ever-shifting spectrum is a great fashion inspiration!

Which of the Nameless Sovereigns Is Your Fashion Twin?

If you chose mostly A)


Your fashion twin is Pinyin Si!

You don't let your lack of a body get in the way of your endless fashion sense! You veil yourself in concepts unknowable and unnameable, like a true diva. For a great pick-me-up, try something in autumn or apprehension!



If you chose mostly B)


Your fashion twin is She-Who-Sings-Night!

You rock the retro! Just like She-Who-Sings-Night seeks to unravel the fabric of reality and return herself to nothing, you spice up your look with a playful hint of the 70's. This summer, try clothing yourself in the lines of a dispersed community and a pair of bellbottoms!



If you chose mostly C)


Your fashion twin is Emma Stone!

Timeless, cute, and classy: that's you! You're a fungus for all seasons and your fashion sense shows it. Like you, Emma waits in her deathless blattodean prison, eternal but always fashionable. This hoar-season, you should definitely pick up a faux-thylacine fur coat.



If you chose mostly D)


Your fashion twin is the Shivering Veil

The Shivering Veil doesn't let lying between what may be known and what may never be known get in the way of its sporty fashion sense, and neither do you! Wrap your feet with blueprints or a new pair of tennis shoes!



If you chose mostly E)


Your fashion twin is Shaloua, the Silent Herald

You’ve got an edgy street style. You’re not afraid to rock bold looks like crazy colors or new body forms. You’re adventurous with your fashion sense and, like Shaloua, you're never afraid to try new things! For a great DIY look, take the future of an unformed world and sew it with a wolve's flaxen hair for a wild-looking skirt!
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Just walked back from Paris. Three days ago. And as always everything still hurts. Way crash fucking blows. Going through that weird throbbing instant between glowing orange-green planes is a sheer wonder the first time you do it, but now, I’d almost rather fly coach and deal with the stale peanuts and surly stewardesses. Unlike a Boeing there is no ginger ale to nurse a hangover through the Ways. But dear readers I’ve told you enough of the riveting tales of my body not being what it used to be; I have an anointed task before me, to tell you goons all about my impressions of the 2014 Sommes-Nous Devenus Magnifiques?.

It’s a shit show. Ok, not a complete and utter shit show, but it’s pretty sad. This was the 14th exhibition, and let me tell you we’ve come a long way down from Duchamp and Ruiz, now it’s just conglomerates and self-styled culture jammers oh so ironically plugging their “brand”. But I’m getting ahead of myself.

There were, in fact, some absolutely stunning pieces on display this year. I mean stunning, mouth agape, hail mary stunning.

I’m sure you’ve already heard about the debut of Jackie Collins, a Backdoor SOHO native. Her Tree of Life and Tears is as glorious as everyone says. A full sized Muirwood tree, 25 meters high, sprouting, along with it’s golden-green leaves, almost a thousand clear teardrop shaped bulbs containing a self-sustaining micro ecosystem, each of which evolved there (You bet your ass I saw some Shukutei Biomed suits poking around for new talent). Sentient worms, metallic octopi, black globules singing ABBA songs, it was all there, a universe in a tree. I don’t know how to fully capture it in words, but it’s as close as one can get to The World Tree without going to Asgard. Simply stunning. Lass knows how to put on a good show, and I think I speak for everyone when I say I’m honestly excited to see what she does next.

Maly Glenne’s Self Portrait of a Wind UP Girl was enthralling in a nightmare-wet-dream-inducing way. The eponymous Wind UP Girl is composed out of old video game consoles (everything from Atari 2600 to XBONE and the Watari GameForge) and brass clockwork with a face sculpted out of some kind of oily grey flesh. Smooth grey skin, bald, camera iris eyes and full black lips with the slightest hint of a pout. Beautiful, in that uncanny valley sort of way; she offered to suck my cock if I would let her borrow my phone to take a selfie. That’s the point, according to Maly, Wind UP Girl is “like a junkie addicted to her own self portrait, her own image, selfies in particular. At first I intended it to be a commentary on the proud narcissism of my generation, The desperation for an egotistical experience, but then she took the sexual turn all on her own. Not content to beg. A sexual release for an egotistical release, I’m pleased with it.”

And yes, dear readers I did decline the offer. But only after a moment of consideration.

By far, however, the piece I found the most memorable was by Lorie Hayeson; The Dreams of Mr. Schrodinger’s Cat. It’s simple enough, a 3x3x3 meter lead-lined pit, filled with water. At the bottom, sleeping softly, is a cubist impression of a cat that almost appears to be carved or casted out of a green-grey metallic stone. Leads attached to the cat-thing run out of the tank to a cheap VR headset. The headset displays things that can barely be comprehended, images that are sounds, photo-realistic memories, colors that don’t exist, pasts that will never happen and futures that have. The cat gives off an electric blue glow, Cherenkov radiation. Lorie explains: “I was doing some research into the history of atomic energy, and I came across a theoretical paper from the early 60’s by a team at Alexylva that detailed how ‘atomic life’ might work, how an organism that did not rely on electro-chemical processes for life function, but rather on atomic and sub atomic processes. I wondered what the dreams of such a creature would be like, and if I could relate to them at all. I decided on a cat, because even the chemical ones are so expressive when they dream; an atomic cat could only be more intense and besides, it just fits.”

Dreams was completely captivating, just the concept kept me up thinking about the possibilities of nuclear powered gods.

But now that you’ve heard about the glories of the 2014 Sommes-Nous Devenus Magnifiques? dear readers, let’s get on with my bitchfest. They say Paris is still, almost a century and a half after La Belle Époque the capital of the art world, and while I know for fact that there are still some very cool anartists doing their thing in Paris, this festival owes its location mainly to tradition rather than anything else. I’ll be blunt, it’s almost as bad as SXSW or Burning Man at this point, just a bunch of suits and millennials pushing product under the guise of artistic expression. Dream tech investors and mithril speculators trying to be edgy and connect “wit da yout”. Hell, the first thing that happened when I stepped in the main hall was encountering some twenty-something rep wearing a fucking Doctor Wondertainment t-shirt that said Organizer on the back. She handed me a brochure laying out the major installations and sub-galleries; a fucking brochure! What ever happened to just wandering around and seeing things, exploring the exhibition, and never mind the fact that the brochure was crusted over with the logos of “our sponsors”.

I know I saw MC&D dealers there; long gone are the days when the patrons would link arms and deny entrance to that group of shitstains.

It’s gone to the plebs as they say, but at least there are other festivals and exhibitions cropping up. Montreal feels more ethereal, those of you that were at Amindaj Songoj will know what I mean. It isn't too saccharine yet.

But what the hell do I know, I’m just a bitter young man over here complaining. I’m going to go talk to my editor, maybe go coronal phase surfing with the Embers of Muuat.

Cheers, and have a good 2015.



  
    The Archives

  
    A Day In The Life Of Dr. Griffon





Water dripped from the faucet, falling into a stone bowl. Moss, pulsating with each drip, covered the bowl; and the bowl itself was made of moss, fossilized. A middle-aged man, his hair thin and grey, sat across from it, staring. He was the only one awake, and one of the few individuals who was even at the facility.
His name was Robert Griffon, and he was very bored--a side effect of being in a Spartan, nearly windowless room. Coyotes sang outside, which under other circumstances might have provided some comfort. But there was something… off… about the sounds. Something different. He’d, if he could have, analyzed the sounds. Anything to distract from the horrendous boredom. He couldn’t, of course. He hadn’t bothered to read up on coyote sociodynamics. Instead, he re-examined the form for the shipment of replacement window panes. He’d gone over it twice already, and he knew he hadn’t missed anything—after all, he couldn’t, but it wasn’t like he had anything better to do. Again he cursed his so-called 'gift'. He couldn’t sleep, he couldn’t interact socially without having frequent seizures, he lived his whole life almost completely alone.

Anomaly appears to be a geological organism. Suggest using as paperweight, he wrote on a notepad. The only particularly interesting thing is that part of it is not composed of rock and that it pulses. Griffon flicked a button next to him and a pane of light shimmered into existence in front of him. “Species identification, please.” While Cognitio extracted a DNA sample, Griffon turned to the next item he was supposed to inventory. It was a tiny globe, much similar to any of the various antique globes one could find in stereotypical dusty old libraries. The only significant difference was that it was floating, and slowly rotating.

He tossed the globe halfway across the room, adjusting his throw so it would come to a stop in the middle of the room. Without looking, he knew that he had missed.

“The species is Takakia lepidoziodes.” Griffon recorded it, then tore off the notepad page and placed it, along with the organism, in a shoebox. “The rest of the anomolies waiting to go through processing will arrive by pneumatic tube. ETA five minutes.”

Griffon snorted lightly and idly worked on a theory of quantum gravity. As he did he ate yet another protein bar. The gnawing hunger that always plagued him--another result of his 'gift’--was getting intolerable.

“Music, please. Something ambient.” The computer complied. Rather unsurprisingly, the music was rather gloomy. Griffon changed a few values of various properties of force-carrying particles, and as usual failed to produce an answer that didn’t involve planets flying apart. Combining that with a multidimensional approach yielded promising results, however—though he’d have to look into them later, since the capsule arrived just then. Griffon peered in. One bright red fern inside a tiny Bell chamber, several test tubes filled with a curious glowing substance, a glass sphere holding a tiny rainforest, and an golden eyeball with twenty writhing optic nerves. Griffon removed each of them and immediately focused on the eyeball.

“Begin recording.” He turned the eyeball in his hand. “Play recovery notes.”

“The anomaly was purchased in a bazaar in Morroco while I was on vacation for the equivalent of three hundred seventy-nine dollars,” said Valeria’s voice, played by the computer. Griffon concentrated, and a lens mounted to a headband flipped down in front of his right eye. “The dealer claimed it was the eye of a dragon… though I doubt that, since it doesn’t seem to be reptilian in nature—it looks almost canine—and all known draconoforms are. From the nature of the optic nerves I presume it’s meant to go in an empty eye socket, though of course I’ve failed to find any volunteers.”



Griffon attached an alligator clip to one of the eyeball’s tendrils, which he had long ago sedated with an aerosolized tranquilizer. The alligator clip was in turn attached to a wire, which ran for a few meters before having been inserted into a data port. Several other similar wires were already attached. The screen was blank, of course; the eye wasn’t transmitting any information. It had taken him an hour to figure out what algorithm to use to convert the bioelectrical signals into something the computer could understand, and he was rather satisfied with that accomplishment. The eye twitched, and Griffon lightly misted it again with tranquilizer, then quickly finished attaching the alligator clips.

When the eye came out of the the trance, it immediately spun around and stared at its own tendrils. Griffon was suddenly very glad he had used Type 8 alligator clips; cold hard metal would infuriate the eyeball. “Please listen very carefully to me,” he said, pressing a finger to a tiny pendant around his neck that would, hopefully, enable the eyeball to understand him. “You are in Arizona.”

The eye moved to staring at him.

“We are in a facility built on top of a dimensional anomaly. Please nod if you are sapient.”

The eye stared at him, but did not nod.

“Eyeball does not become sapient once connected to a tool it can use to transmit information. Responds to sound.” Just to make sure, Griffon ran a small wand-like device over the eyeball and checked the reading. “Sapience sensors confirm lack of sapience. Beginning testing. Standard electromagnetic spectrum test coupled with standard testing for anomalous sensors.”



Visible, infrared, and ultraviolet were not surprises. X-rays, lifesigns, and beta radiation were mildly unusual, but nothing particularly exceptional. What was exceptional was the presence of what seemed to be some sort of anomaly detection system. When Griffon panned the eye’s field of vision over himself, he found that it showed him surrounded in what were three-dimensional fractals. The red fern was surrounded by an aura of raging flame, the sphere pulsed with dim white light, and the moss bowl was surrounded by motes of green light. The vials of glowing substance were only surrounded by the exact same light they had shown without anything but the naked eye, which, given that only their origin seemed to be anomalous, was expected.

“Recommend using in the Observor drone. Yes, I know that’s my pet project, but that’s not the reasoning. Since the Observor drone is intended to be used for studying anomalous wildlife, something that can spot anomalous wildlife, even shapeshifters, out of large groups of wildlife, would be enormously useful to its mission. And, for the record, I can’t reverse engineer it, that is why it is anomalous. So don’t bother asking.”

Griffon removed the eyeball from the alligator clips and returned it to a vat of mildly salty water, then turned to the red fern. “Cognitio,” he said, “extract a DNA sample…"



  
    All Power To The Soviets



When Yevgeny Saltykov and Fedot Katin argued, the world argued alongside them. The air always seemed to agree with Yevengy, responding with great swirling currents when he made an emphatic point or with a meek draft when he was reduced to an ad hominen. Fedot, though, always had the ear of the ground. Angles became more angular, distances became more distant, and the snow became more frigid when he shouted. As the two of them walked to the meeting through the snow, the earth and the air were locked in a pitched battle.

Everyone was so engaged in the debate that they didn't notice the car moving slowly just behind them.

"You know the histories as well as I do," Yevgeny cried. "Novgorod fell and so did the Black Market! People said the exact same thing you're carrying on about! 'Oh no, the last gasps of Russian freedom, dead! The world is ended!' And nothing changed! The Earth still turned, the sun still rose! We continued as we always had! You're being too romantic!" The wind blew a gust of flakes at the two men, halfway blinding the pair.

As Yevgeny brushed the snow from his eyes, Fedot swept his arms around the scene. "This, though!? This is insanity! They're talking about worldwide revolution. How, when they're done, there won't be any classes. There won't even be Russians or Poles or Germans. Just a sludge of humanity. What magic is there in that!?" The sidewalk seemed to creak with indignation at the thought.

Yevgeny rolled his eyes. "Maybe your imagination is just lacking. Change is the only constant. If you can't adapt to the times, then perhaps…" He trailed off. The wind became a low breeze, and Yevgeny's features settled into a mocking smile. The fact that this was Yevgeny's neutral expression didn't make it any less infuriating for Fedot.

Fedot felt the anger at Yevgeny and his smug airs leap through his guts. For a moment, he considered trying to win the discussion by pointing out that ever since the revolution, he had heard words behind closed doors. Words about Yevgeny and others like him, who were seen as too friendly, too likely to flip to the new ways. About whether, well… and then he would leave it at that.

But no, things had been said in confidence that could not be said elsewhere. He simply fumed. The ice seemed to get more slippery as they walked.

The pair continued walking in silence. Only when the wind died down altogether did they hear the rumble of the motor behind them. They paid it no mind until it followed them for a second block, then a third.

A man in a thick coat, bundled up to his eyes, sat in the front seat. Even mostly covered, the man looked immensely serious, and quite large. In the back seat, a pudgy man in a rumpled suit stared at Yevgeny. When the man saw him look up, he smiled. Yevengy stopped. So did the car. Fedot continued to walk for a few more steps before realizing he was leaving everyone else behind.

Yevgeny walked up to the car and tapped on the window with his left hand. "Can we help you, friend?" he called through the glass. Fedot put his hand in his pocket and felt for the piece of dead man's string. He didn't like the situation, but feeling the fibers between his fingers calmed him somewhat.

The fat man opened the door of the car and stepped out. Fedot stepped back. Without taking his eyes off of Yevegny, the man began speak.

"Greetings comrades. You are Saltykov, Yevgeny Ivanovich, are you not?" Comrades. The past months had taught Fedot to hate that word, and all those who spoke it.

Yevgeny opened his mouth to reply, but Fedot got there first. "What business is it of yours, fatty? We're just two citizens going about our business," he said. He hoped that the contempt was sufficiently evident in his voice.

Fedot had been jostled, mocked, and harassed by low-life dullards like this. Idiots without a speck of breeding, too arrogant to know their place. Like Andrei Vasilievich, the chimney-sweep's son who had the gall to call himself a "magician." This man was doubtless some High Soviet Komissariat Poobah In Charge Of Widget Manufacture or somesuch, a new title that carried no heft. Not like "count" did. Or at least, had.

It was time that one of the faceless goons' own learn their place. Fedot smiled. Nothing too bad. Maybe just tip the car over on its side when the fat dullard escalated the situation.

But the fat dullard did not escalate the situation. Instead he kept his eyes on Yevgeny, a smile playing around his lips. "Come, Comrade Saltykov. We have much to talk about. Leave your companion."

Yevgeny nodded. A perpetual nodder, he nodded when he considered things. He had nodded when Lazar asked him for a small loan, just five hundred rubles, until next week. He nodded when the demon in the form of a sour-faced babushka had asked him his True Name. And he nodded now, when he was going to tell the man where to stick his discussion.

But Fedot saw only the nod and the mocking smile. He saw the betrayal of Yevgeny, and those like him. He saw the triumph of ill-bred shits like the man in the car. He saw red.

"The hell you are!" he roared. His face twisted with rage. The sidewalk became so cold that it sucked the heat from everyone standing on it, creating a sheet of ice that bound them to the ground. "I'll kill you first, you little cu—"

There was a loud "pop" and Fedot's head jerked back. The right side of his face burst outward, spraying Yevgeny and the car with blood. He slumped down, his fingers twitching. The ground sighed and regained some of its warmth. A man emerged from an alleyway, a pistol in his hand.

The man gave a smile as tight as catgut. "Now, Yevgeny Ivanovich Saltykov, the time for requests is over. Come with us. We have much to discuss."

Yevgeny nodded. "I-I… I have a meeting," he said quietly as he tried not to look at Fedot.

The pudgy man moved to the left side of the car, making room for Yevgeny and the man from the alley. Yevgeny felt the gun barrel prodding him in the back when he hesitated. The man in the front seat got out and picked up Fedot's body like it was a baby bird. The man disappeared into the alley carrying Fedot's body. A moment later, he climbed back into the front seat.

"I'm afraid you'll have to miss your meeting, Comrade Saltykov," the pudgy man said as Yevgeny sat next to him. He didn't look at Yevgeny. The bundled giant joined his twin in the front seat, and the car sped off. "We require a few minutes of your time. Just some routine questioning."

"What for?"

The pudgy man stared straight ahead. "Yevgeny Ivanovich Saltykov. Member of the bourgeois class, noted wastrel about Petrograd." A smile played at the pudgy man's lips and he turned his head to face Yevgeny. "Member of the Mystical Brotherhood of St. Petersburg, and wizard."

The car sped off into the cold January evening, spraying slush from its wheels.



In a well-appointed room crammed full of books and knowledge, the magicians were getting impatient.

The room was mostly empty, as lectures tended to be poorly-attended. The weather hadn't helped, nor had the fact that it was Katin, better known as "Fuckface" behind his back, who was lecturing. However, even the most esoteric subjects by the most irascible members used to have a dozen or so attendees.

The fact was, since last February, the lay of the land had been constantly shifting. First the Tsar had no longer been a tsar, and there was a government of the people. Then there was no longer a government of the people but a government of the soviets. Then Russia had begun to tear itself apart in a civil war.

In America, it was said that magic thrived on chaos like this, eagerly drinking up the change. But three centuries of rule by the same family had given the wizards and magicians of Russia a certain amount of conservatism. With the situation radically changing week to week, they were antsy. That most of those in the magical societies of Russia were aristocrats or landowners did little to calm the situation.

Sofiya stared into the snow outside as the tea cup she held cycled between blistering heat and icy cold every few seconds, drumming her eight fingers on the side of the delicate china. Maxim half-heartedly argued with Nikolai about the size of the Ravelwoods. Igor chewed on his fingers, which he had bought just last month.

"Where in the hell is he?" Olga muttered. She was an older woman, with a face that drew to a pinched point centered at her nose. Her hair was drawn into a tight bun. She paced back and forth parallel to the windows.

Andrei stood in the corner, leafing through a book on the thaumaturgical properties of honey bees. He looked up and slid the book back into its spot on the shelf. If he could get a rise out of Olga, it would be ten times better than whatever fool presentation Fedot was going to give.

He took his pocket watch from his jacket and made a show of opening it. "I wonder where Fedot and Yevgeny are. It's not in them to be late like this. Well, Yevgeny, maybe… You don't suppose he— no, he wouldn't."

Olga shook her head. "With Yevgeny, it's always something. 'Oh, I couldn't find my boots!' 'Oh, my alarm didn't go off!' 'Oh, I was in a world without sun!' But Fedot is always here on time."

Andrei sighed. If she wouldn't take the bait now, she wouldn't ever take it. What a disappointing blow up. He turned to Igor.

"Did you hear about Ivan? The shopkeeper, I mean. They seized his store and said that he was a petite bourgeois or somesuch. Not as much eye of newt for you anymore, eh?"

Igor continued to chew at his fingers. "I said…" Andrei repeated.

Sofiya glared at him. "No outside business in the chamber," she said.

Andrei grumbled under his breath. The Mystical Brotherhood had plenty of strange rules regarding procedure, but that was one that always irked him the most. They acted as though the chamber was some sacrosanct thing, disconnected from the rest of the world, while half of the magicians drew their power from the very strength of Russia itself. Lousy hypocrites.

There was a commotion downstairs. There was a loud bang of the doors, followed by muffled shouting from Sergei, who watched the entrance. There was a pause as someone replied. Then the sounds of a group making their way up the stairs.

Everyone in the room looked at one another, unsure of how to proceed. The doors were supposed to be impenetrable to anyone outside the Brotherhood. Indeed, the building itself was enchanted to escape notice from outsiders.

The doors to the chamber burst open, revealing a rotund man in glasses with a briefcase. A moment later, a group of at least twenty poorly-dressed and well-armed men moved in from behind him, spreading around the room. The eyes of the young men flicked from person to person in the room, daring them to move. No one did. For a moment, all was still.

The fat man broke the silence. "Greetings, comrades. This is the meeting place of the Mystical Brotherhood, is it not?"

The magicians exchanged looks, but none said anything. The fat man adjusted his glasses and repeated himself. "This is Chelyadnin Hall, correct? And you all are the Mystical Brotherhood of Petersburg, are you not?"

Maxim looked at the man. "We are. And who might you be? The last thing to break into the Hall like that was a demon of the highest order."

The fat man smiled and shook his head. "I am no demon, comrade. However, I don't feel that it's time for you to know my name just yet. You may just call me Comrade Roman. Who I am is of little importance at the moment. Who I represent, though…" He wagged his finger. "…is much more important. I represent the people and the working masses of Soviet Russia."

Andrei felt he had to tear the question out of himself. There was no good answer to this, but maybe, just maybe, if the fat man had the wrong idea, they could bluff their way out. Things were changing, and maybe the change was inevitable. But not having guns waved in one's face took temporary precedent over everything else. "So, what do revolutionaries want with a club devoted to reading old mystic texts?" he said.

Comrade Roman chuckled. It was dry and soft, like rotted wood. "Well, if that was all that you did, comrade, we would have little use for you. But listen, your friend, Yevgeny Ivanovich, told us all about you. The way that you work wonders, your rivalry with the other societies, the, ah, duel in Siberia.

"You've lived in your decadent ways for longer than anyone can remember, feeding like ticks while the peasant and the worker labored around you. Your ways, both as a class and a discipline, are dying. The world is ready for revolution, a new leap into an era of equality and progress. The only question is: can you make yourselves relevant in this new world? Or will you choose to be cast into the dust heap of history like serfdom or the gods?"

The dissonance was making Andrei's head hurt. Great speeches of worlds yet to come and irrevocable changes usually came from grandiose wizards or else from printed polemics, where he could imagine the speakers as properly magnificent. But here was a man, one whom Andrei might have normally not noticed on the street, speaking of a brave new world, telling the wizards of Petrograd that they must join or die. He wondered if this was some very elaborate, very unfunny joke.

As Andrei wondered, Nikolai stood up. "What in God's name are you talking about, sir?" he said. He did his best to keep his shoulders steady, but from where Andrei was standing, it was obvious that he was shaking.

Comrade Roman smiled. "What I am talking about, comrade, is you turning your talents in the unexplained sciences towards the cause of the communist revolution. I'm talking about turning away from romantic notions of wonder and magic and giving yourselves over fully to the ways of science and Marxism. There is so much potential in this room alone, to say nothing of Russia as a whole. The societies of Moscow and Kazan have already joined."

"Just the few of us in this room could destroy you five times over, ant," Maxim said. He didn't even bother to look at Comrade Roman.

"Yes, you could. And maybe all of the men in this room as well." Roman gestured to the gunmen surrounding him. The gunmen stared ahead. "But it is not a question of if, but when you would be overrun. Then, of course, all of you would be executed. The rest of your society would be hunted down and shot like dogs, never knowing why this was happening. Your library would be burned, to serve as an example for others. In that way, no one benefits."

As soon as the gunmen had entered, everyone knew that this was the case, but hearing it out loud made it real. Maxim deflated, and the magicians looked to one another.

"And if we accept? If we join, what then?" Andrei asked.

"Then your society will be dissolved and you will be inducted into the government of the Soviets as, ahem, applied scientists. You will be put to work, sharing your gifts with the world. No longer will you be allowed to selfishly hoard your knowledge." Roman placed the briefcase upon the podium.

Maxim stood up, puffed with indignation yet again. "Disso— no! The Mystical Brotherhood of St. Petersburg has stood for over two hundred years! There is a power woven into the very name of the society!"

Roman shrugged. "Funny, that's what was said about the Romanovs. Your ways are finished, comrades. The best that can be hoped for is creative destruction." Maxim slumped.

Andrei looked to the other magicians. Maxim refused to meet his eyes. Nikolai gave a slight nod. Olga and Igor shrugged. What else was there to do? In older times, maybe they could have taken refuge with the Library, but the time that they would be welcome, or even allowed in the Grand Library, had long since passed. The other societies were turning their backs on the old ways, too.

Besides, hadn't this been just what he had wanted? No more pretending that the outside world didn't exist? In his younger days, before he had given himself fully to magic, Andrei could have been one of the squirrely-eyed gunmen, seeking to do away with old things that existed for their own sake.

"We'll be protected, yes?" Andrei asked.

"Absolutely. The revolution looks after its own," Roman said.

"Then we'll accept. The other members of our group, though… I don't know if they'd be as willing."

"We will address that later. Now, you are the only members of the Mystical Brotherhood of St. Petersburg in the library. Your signatures are all that matter." Roman opened the briefcase and took out a sheet of paper. Andrei and the others moved towards him.

A sound like a gunshot rang out. Andrei jumped and searched the room for the source.

Before he could locate it, he heard the cocking of a dozen rifles. He turned and saw all the weapons were pointed at Sofiya. In her hands were the shattered remains of the teacup. The tea that had fallen in her lap steamed into a brief cloud. She mumbled something that no one could hear. The fat man's smile slipped a little.

Sofiya spoke up, saying the same words as before. "That's it, then?" She stared at the remnants of the cup.

Flames suddenly engulfed her hands, causing the delicate paint to run in thin rivers of gold down the side of what remained of the tea cup. She seemed not to notice. The gunmen cocked their weapons, but the fat man waved them down. Sofiya stood up.

Olga spoke, trying to maintain an even voice. "Sofa, don't—"

"Two hundred years, Olga. Two hundred years we've stood. And we had two simple rules. No outside business in. No inside business out!" She held up her fiery left hand, its three fingers visible through the flames. "Or did you think I'd forgotten that?

"Sofiya, please, listen to me," Andrei began. He hoped that his voice was reassuring and didn't waver too much. "Things have changed. We have to change with them if we want to survive."

Sofiya's expression remained neutral as Andrei talked. However, the flames around her hands began to grow, and within seconds they were eating away at the sleeves of her dress. She looked to the assembled members of the Brotherhood. "Is that what you all see, too? The world changes and we change with it? To hell with principles or dignity?"

The other members refused to meet her eyes. "Sofa, please. We-" Olga began.

Sofiya held up a fiery finger to her lips, hushing the old woman. "Olga, it's fine," she said.

She turned to face Andrei. The air around her began to ripple with heat and all over her clothes, burn marks first appeared then spread. "I've always hated you, Andrei Vasilievich," she said. With a cry, she lunged at him, burning hands swinging at his head.

Andrei ducked out of the way a split second before the hands came down. He rolled to the right, ending up on his back a few feet to the right of Sofiya. Bits of her skin were beginning to char as well.

In the back of his mind, he recognized the sound of gunshots. But Sofiya didn't react to them in any way. Probably some barrier keeping them at bay, at least for now.

Andrei fumbled for a spell, a witty comment, something. But his mind was empty. All there was room for was animal panic. He tried to get to his feet, far away from the fiery witch, but his joints refused to cooperate. Any second, she would burn him to a cinder.

But her attention was on the wall. Sofiya mumbled something, and suddenly, the ceiling-high bookcase burst into white-hot flames. Hundreds of years and millions of words worth of spells and other information began to curl, then burn in the heat. The sounds of screaming, of gun shots, and of burning wood and paper all competed to overpower one another.

"My God, what are you doing!?" one of the magicians (Nikolai? Andrei thought, maybe Igor?) shouted. The flames began to spread to the walls.

"If the Brotherhood must die, let it die properly! Let the new world mean new knowledge!" Sofiya shouted above the din. She no longer looked anything like the serious, reedy woman Andrei had once known. Now she was nothing but fire, everything about her having been consumed in the blaze.

"We have to leave!" Roman shouted, grabbing Andrei by the shoulder. The other magicians were already making a hasty retreat. A normal fire this size could have easily been dealt with by one or two of them. But a magical fire, from an infuriated fire specialist, determined to bring down the Brotherhood with her, was too much for any of them to handle, and they all knew it.

Parts of the ceiling began to fall, one landing a few feet away from Andrei. The pillar of flame where Sofiya had once stood made no move towards them. The falling plaster finally brought Andrei to his senses and he dashed outside, following Roman.

As he ran, he turned his head to see if Sofiya was following them. Later, he would tell himself that it was just a trick of the light or the heat. Surely, the amount of adrenaline running through his system, combined with the destruction of all of this knowledge, must have created an illusion. But at that moment, he could swear that he saw the column of fire smile at him.

Outside, the small group gathered on the side of the road opposite the burning building. The flame didn't appear to be spreading to the other buildings on the block, so at least there was that.

Igor and Olga slumped down, sitting against the cool stones of the building. Nikolai began to pace, while Maxim counted the handful of books he had been able to gather before they caught. Andrei stood in a daze, looking up at the building as it began to collapse in on itself.

"All those books. All that truth. Gone," he said. He wasn't speaking to anyone in particular, and no one in particular paid him any mind.

Roman cleared his throat. "Excuse me, comrades. I think that it is best if we get stock of the situation. Hopefully, soon there will be a fire wagon coming by to deal with the issue," he said. He pulled the briefcase up to his chest and opened it, removing several papers. Andrei sighed. Of course. Of all of the damn things to survive the fire, it had to be the briefcase.

"However," Roman continued, "there is still some business left to attend to. If you could sign this agreement, as we had discussed, you may be on your way."

"Now!?" Maxim asked, "You want us to sign that damn thing now!?"

"I honestly cannot think of a better time than now," Roman said. He pushed the papers towards Andrei.

Andrei sighed and signed the documents. He was too tired, after all of that, to even read it. He passed it to Igor, who did the same. The magicians passed it to one another, and the document was quickly filled. Olga was the last to the paper. After she signed it, Andrei felt a curious lightness on the top of his head. Looking around, he knew that everyone else in the group, and all of the other magicians in Petrograd, felt it too.

That was how, with less than one-tenth of its membership present, the Mystical Brotherhood of St. Petersburg dissolved itself.



  
    Business Letter



Hey, L, I got your letter. Yeah, I'm not too worried about the SeCoPro. They're still digging at the old place. Psychology of the individual, man. They're like cats. You run, they're gonna chase you. But if they see something else moving, that's where their eyes are, leaving you to jet. The tail? Yeah, he's fine. He's designed for this shit, man. And it's not like he's really there or anything. They get wise, we pull the plug and get away free and clear.

Anyway, I got some new toys I come up with. Robots the size of fleas. They grab onto a guy, get carried wherever. They record what they see and hear, leave with whoever, and detach where you need 'em. No signal to trace, because they don't broadcast. You get it all when you collect them. Figure it'll be useful for that project of yours. I know, not your usual style, but get with the times, man.

If you'd care to join me in the 22nd century, leave payment in the usual place. Ask Schitz if you don't remember.

And please, man, let me take a look at that hat. I just know I can make it better. You could have goddamned lasers firing off your head. Think about it.

V



  
    Communion



A play in one act

Our story is set in the Cave of Other, a place where those seeking enlightenment come to pray. The only lighting is a single lantern hanging from the ceiling, which casts flickering shadows on the walls. Painted on them are drawings of various scenes, ranging from crude stick figures hunting an animal to a beautiful maiden sitting by a stream. Carved out stone at the back of a cave is a sample altar with runes engraved on it. No one knows who built this place, or how, but it has been here for as long as anyone can remember. To normal eyes it is an ordinary cave. But if you follow the right map, it will reveal its secrets.

A man enters the cave. He's large and powerfully built, dressed in a simple brown robe. His hair and beard are long and ungroomed. Like all who come to the Cave of Other, he is a troubled man, with much to atone for. Here he hopes to find both enlightenment and the path of forgiveness. He kneels in front of the altar, and from his robe pulls a small vial of yellow liquid.

MAN: Oh great Goddess of the Earth, I wish for audience with thee. I come as your humble servant, and as a sacrifice give you my dreams. Do with them what you see fit.

He uncorks the bottle, bows his head, and pours the contents of the bottle on the altar. After this he stands and waits.

MAN: Oh Goddess, please hear my prayer! I have traveled many hundreds of miles to speak with thee. I have braved the mountains of Himalaya and the blizzards of Siberia all for your word and never have I rested in a place built by Man or traveled in his vehicles. I have heard this caves brings enlightenment, and enlightenment is what I require.

GODDESS (off stage): Then you may have it.

The goddess walks in from stage right. Today she's taken the form of a beautiful woman, with long brown hair and sharp blue eyes. Braided into her hair are vines, and her feet are caked with wet mud. Two ram horns emerge from her forehead and curl back. She's dressed plainly, in a light grey gown flecked with dirt.

GODDESS: Why have you come to me? What do you seek that requires audience with the Goddess of the Earth?

MAN (bowing in reverence): Goddess, I have found myself lost in the world, and to regain my bearings.

She considers this.

GODDESS: My counseling is not to be taken lightly. Many find it difficult to accept the truths I offer. Unless you are willing to hear what you do not wish to, I would recommend you return to your home, and put thoughts of enlightenment aside. Knowing this, you may ask three questions of me, and no more. Choose them wisely.

MAN: You are too kind Goddess. My first question is simple. Many years ago, I worked for an organization who committed terrible deeds to prevent worse ones from transpiring, which I assume you are aware of. Since leaving that organization, the atrocities I have committed rest heavy on my mind. Tell me, Goddess, what can I do to cleanse my spirit of my sins?

GODDESS (sighing): I am sorry, but your spirit is forever tainted. Your actions were born out of necessity, true, but the gods are not quick to forgive even then. The most you can strive for is to work to color your soul with kindness, and hope it is enough to outweigh what you have done.

MAN (nods): I see. Thank you for your frank reply. My second question is this. Since leaving that organization I have wandered the earth in an attempt to find a man I once wronged while working for them, who I assumed you know of. Where can I find this man?

GODDESS: The man you seek lives in the city of Hamburg, Germany, and does not wish to be found. What you did to him is not something he can forgive. If you truly want to help him, leave him where he is, with his family. It is not your place to meddle further in his life.

The man is silent for several moments before speaking again. This answer has greatly disturbed him.

MAN: Then I have a final question. In my lifetime, I have seen horrible things, things that threaten the foundation of life itself. I have come to realize that humanity is a very, very small thing when compared to the rest of the universe, and those who attempt to protect are only holding back the inevitable. So I ask you this: Why should I keep living? When I know there is no hope, why should I not end my life?

At this, the Goddess smiles.

GODDESS: Because, Bartholomew, there is hope. Humanity's end is not inevitable, merely a possibility. You act as if life follows a certain path, when really it is a maze with many different endings. Yes, it can be cruel. Yes, it can seem hopeless. But it can also be glorious and wonderful. What you see today won't be what you see tomorrow. Of all things, remember this: Nothing is unchangeable. Nothing is set in stone unless you will it to be. Now, you have had your questions. Leave this place, and do not return.

Bartholomew thinks on what she said for a moment, then bows deeply.

BARTHOLOMEW: Thank you for your wise words Goddess. I will take them into consideration.

He leaves the cave. Curtains close.



Jack,

I never really took Bart for much of a writer, but this is pretty interesting. I found it in the truck he left me in his will, along with a bunch of other writings like it. Do you think he could have been a former Bookburner? He never did like to talk about his past much.

- Luke



Stored in the 109th page of the Ophiuchus Codex.



  
    Conversations



They were the greatest scholars in the history of the Library, an entire wing dedicated to their tales, treatises, and memoirs.

But that was a very long time ago.



It had been years, but I had finally gained enough credit with the Library to have my card upgraded to include Archive access. As I stepped through the door that the Librarian had created for me, I found myself in a rough-hewn tunnel, lit only by the idea that sight should be possible here. There were pigeonholes bored at random intervals into the rock, each filled with a scroll that fit it perfectly. I touched one, thinking to unroll it, but the tunnel trembled when I did. I decided then that the scrolls were best left alone. They weren't what I was looking for.

With the figurative light outlining my path, I walked into the very literal darkness. My search had truly begun.



I started with their early work, as most did. Even then, it was obvious that they were something special. Their words danced across the page, filling my head with stark lines and empty spaces which my own ideas rushed to fill. Many of the scholars' work was like that. Minimalist, outlining the truth and allowing the reader to fill in the all-important blanks. Every book was a dialogue with the authors. I read their words and I spoke with them then, spoke of my own studies and experiences.

Or I thought I did.



This chamber was brightly lit. Everything was in motion here. Gears twisted through the air, sections fading in and out of view as the teeth interlocked with something I couldn't see. Springs coiled and released with invisible weights. There were faceless beings, a bit like monkeys, swinging everywhere, holding tools, tightening bolts. Their eyeless faces didn't look up from their tasks even as I took out my library card to show them I could be here, as I had been told to do.

The Engineers didn't seem to care. They were obviously engaged in some important work, and had no time to ponder my intrusion. I quite agreed, and walked across the shifting floor as quickly as I dared to, my deliberate footfalls overshadowed by the immense din of the Library's machinery.



My fellow seekers of knowledge dropped off, one by one. They took what they needed to know, and moved on to the next source. People came and went, but not me. I had long forgotten what I had come to learn. I knew only that if they had written it, I wanted to read it. The knowledge became secondary to the writing itself. It was glorious. It captivated me, comforted me, and spoke in a voice that was far more real than my own. I answered back, and the dialogue began anew. I fell in love, not with words on a page, but with the people behind them. I could see them in the spaces between the lines, if I concentrated.

Then I came to the end of the collection, and my vision disappeared. I tried rereading the books, but I found myself repeating my previous conversations. The words were exactly the same as before. They didn't live. They didn't love. They spoke, but it was a recording, a hollow echo of the true genius behind them.

The scholars didn't publish books anymore, but I knew they lived in the Archives. I began my search then. My search for the truth.



I stood in front of the door, trembling with excitement. It had been months, but I had found the place where the scholars lived. It was not very impressive, an old circular hunk of wood, plugging up a knothole in a petrified tree. But of course, I told myself. The scholars wouldn't care about where they lived, as long as they could write. I pushed open the door, expecting to be welcomed by the people who I had come to know as well as myself.

There was nobody there.

The room was carved out of the tree itself. I looked into the corner and saw a dusty old machine for pulping wood and pressing paper out of it. There was a pool, long dry, clearly having once been filled to the brim with some black liquid. A gnarled old tree grew out of the pool. A plum, perhaps, with bark as black as coal. A single fruit dangled from a branch, nearly completely dehydrated. My entrance had disturbed the air, and it fell to the ground, leaving a splash of ink as it cracked open. There was only one bed.

There were stacks of paper all over the room, covered in writing. I looked at it, and saw the ghost of its author flickering in the weak prose. I tried to speak with it, but it faded in and out. It was imperfect. It was unfinished.

It needed some work.

I took up the old, dead plum tree and threw it away. Then I grabbed the withered old fruit on the ground and hunted for the seed. I reached into my pack of belongings that I had seen fit to bring and found a jar of ink. Half went into the old pool, and half I kept to work with. I planted the seed and sat on the floor, surrounded by more unfinished work. I took out my pen and started leaving notes, making amendments. I began my conversations anew, and I knew that I would not be short of company for as long as I stayed here.

My wandering ended, and I took up the mantle that the scholars had left for me.



  
    Emerson's Eye



It was the part of town with the tallest buildings. They were made out of steel and concrete and glass, but not wood. You couldn’t make a tall building out of wood because it wouldn't be strong enough for the wear and tear of the city. If all the other buildings were made of wood, then it might work. But they didn't make 'em like that anymore.

The buildings were tall because they had a lot of rooms in them; they were tall to fit all the stairs and elevators they housed; they were tall because someone with a lot of money wanted their name on the front of the tallest building in town. Looking up, one might say that there were too many tall building tops and not enough sky.

Hardly anyone was looking up. Those who were had only done so to determine whether or not it might rain. Most everyone else was looking at the sidewalk, their watches, or nothing at all as they walked briskly up and down Brockton Street. The sound of leather shoes and dirty sneakers hitting the concrete ground blended with the hubbub of hurried voices and grunts to create a flat, boring hubbub.

Rolling an unlit cigarette around with his tongue as he leaned against a pockmarked gray wall, Scott tried unsuccessfully to block the noise out of his mind. He always wondered how all those different noises sounded so dull when put together. If he closed his eyes, he could be in a fancy ballroom party in London chatting with the upper crust or in the auditorium of the Calderwood Pavilion waiting for a show to begin, and the sound of all the conversations taking place around you would add up to be pretty much the same uninteresting buzz. It was only when you approached someone to talk that their voice would be singled out from the many, only to return to it once your attention had been caught by something else.

Scott bit into one end of the cigarette, letting the ugly taste bring him back to focus. Now was not the time for reflection, he thought. That comes later. You need this first.

His left hand crept into the pocket of his neatly creased khakis, his fingers tapping against the familiar cold surface of his library card. He idly traced out the ‘Y’ in his True Name, thinking back to the first day he found the Way in the alley to his left. He had found a note in his mother's hope chest that told of a strange door located in the city that appeared only when those who sought it whistled a certain tune…

A loud cough from in front of him once again jarred Scott back to the city street. Along with the cough returned all of the incessant noises of the city. With every minute, his ears seemed to pick up another layer of sound: phones beeping, horns honking, the wind whistling through a stop sign perforated with holes. Cursing under his breath, Scott tried in vain to block it out, but eventually gave up and returned to his previous endeavor. He would be bathed in silence soon enough.

Moving his library card aside, he searched his pocket until he found a small, plastic case. Pulling it out slowly so as to not upset the contents, Scott reached his free hand up to the right side of his face and carefully raised his weathered eyepatch. Below it lay a jumbled mess of burnt, purpled skin where an eye would-but not should-have been. Scott winced as the wind picked up, causing the skin to quiver uncomfortably.

Ignoring the dull ache and the continuing din of the city, he popped open the latch on the case. Slowly, the lid opened to reveal a small, round object lying within a groove in the container’s base. It was a small, round, transparent sphere, about the size of a large marble. It was so perfectly colorless, it almost seemed invisible against the bottom of the solid-green plastic lid. A slight fog forming on the surface was the only clue to its existence.

As Scott gingerly picked it up with his thumb and index finger, he heard a slight gasp among the cloud of noise around him. Looking up on instinct, he saw a small boy standing about a yard in front of him. The boy wore a brightly colored yellow-and-orange sweater, making him stand out among the gray-black-brown-beige crowd facing the other direction. He had been staring at Scott’s face, but quickly aimed his gaze at the ground when Scott saw him. A lock of the boy’s long, brown hair fell in front of his face he averted his gaze, like the arm of a mother shielding her child’s eyes from something horrible. Scott gave a slight grimace out of offense. This only served to make his teeth further puncture the cigarette in his mouth, assaulting his tongue with the taste of unlit tobacco. Frustrated, Scott turned away from the yellow-and-orange boy, only to have his mood softened somewhat upon seeing the orb between his fingers. Only a few seconds, he thought. And then you’re alone.

He began to breathe more slowly as he raised the precious clear ball to his face. With more care than he had given any step of his little process, Scott touched the the surface of the sphere to the rumpled folds of skin below his upward-folded eyepatch. A cool, instantaneous sensation rippled through Scott as the sphere was sucked past his skin and into his sore, well-hidden eye socket. He gritted his teeth as he held the side of his head with left hand, trying not to cry out in discomfort as the ball wildly rotated inside his head, worming its way past his burnt skin to get a glimpse at the air.

Things began to flicker for Scott. People flashed in and out of focus; noises became impossibly quiet before they returned in a cacophony; the tall, tall buildings faded from view as the clouds behind them began moving erratically. And the noise. God damn it, the noise. The chatter would fade for an instant only to return ten times louder. The sound of footsteps seemed to swing back and forth in his head like a pendulum. Focus, Scott, focus. That was the mantra he always repeated to himself. If he didn’t focus, this wasn’t going to work at all. Biting back painful yelps as his eye socket grew white-hot, he maneuvered his eyepatch from above his right temple to over his left, real eye.

He flipped the patch down over it, and then Scott was suddenly nothing as silence finally reigned.



The people. The streets. The buildings. The boy. The cigarette. The case. Scott. Gone. Gone. Gone. Gone. Gone. Gone. Gone. All that remained from before was the bright blue sky, unblemished by smog and concrete spires.

The sky stretched in all directions, covering everything like a soft dome. All that held claim to it were wide gray mountaintops in the distance, capped with snow that blanketed everything else in sight. The frosted ground below glistened in the sunlight, with a perfect, polished gleam that rivaled porcelain.

To the west stood a glade of evergreens, their dark eternal needles clothed in innocent white. They were miles away, but the lack of anything in the air but sky made them just as distinct as if they lay mere inches westward.

To the east, closer than the trees, was a dark frozen pond. It almost looked as if a small sliver of the night sky had peeled off and fallen to earth.

Black water ebbed beneath the clear window in the snow, giving a glimpse of the deep abyss that lay beneath.

It absorbed the sunlight shining onto it save for a few sparkles, befitting it even more to a night sky, complete with stars.

This was all there was.

Sky,

snow,

mountains,

trees,

pond.

No wind.

No sound.

Everything was as it had always been,

and yet

was entirely new.

Untouched.

Pure.

Pristine.

No living thing

was there,

and

all

that

existed

was

nature,

nothing,

and

all.



Scott, once again, was. He was leaning against the same wall in the same city as before. The cigarette had fallen from his mouth. He breathed in and out for a few precious moments, seeing nothing but the fog that had accumulated on his eye. He was focused. His head contained a small hint of blissful silence, a flash of wonder he would touch upon in greater detail later, perhaps with a good book. Keeping his squishier eye closed, he moved the eyepatch back to the right side of his face, covering the foggy eye in darkness. He would return it to its case later, in a quieter place. He kept his other eye closed for a short while, trying to hold out as long as possible from this foreign world he had returned to, and retain a piece of that world of silence.

The noise of the city around him, for a brief second, was the most alien and grating noise he had ever heard. Almost instantly, though, it returned to the buzz it previously embodied, having changed only to him. Scott opened his other eye. Everything was strange, and yet it was the same. The tall buildings loomed, the people shuffled. Yet Scott’s mind was clearer now. He was more transparent. He was a part of something else.

He took out his library card and ducked into an alley. He waited for the secret tune to return to him, and began to whistle. He had a book in mind he wanted to re-read, to see if he could catch anything new to him, but that had always been in the book. He marveled at the hidden beauty a library held; all pages that ever were pressed against each other, waiting to be seen.

Waiting in beautiful silence.



  
    Employ



So, I walked into the shop and looked around. It was a little weird, I'll admit—chicken cages, dried herbs, star charts and crystal balls—but it wasn't anything weirder than you see on the streets of Bangkok. There was a sign over the counter saying 'Comforting Truths' in engraved Thai script. I handed the old man a hundred baht. "You're going to lose your hand in a week," he said, bluntly. "The one you came here with is planning to cheat you of all your money. And you'll never return to my shop again."

I took a step back, and then said, "Those truths aren't very comforting," and nodded to the sign.

"I'm sorry, that's actually a comforting lie. Apologies for the confusion."

I managed to stop Joey from getting my share of the take, but he managed to cut out, leaving some very pissed off loan sharks behind. Long story short, I had to trade my hand to a guy in Chiang Mai to get out of Thailand. He sent me into the Library. Then I tried to steal a couple books on my way out…"

—Page Tice Matthews, on how he obtained his position at the Library.



  
    From "A History of Heathens"



The following is excerpted from the right-wing history textbook, "A History of Heathens: How the Devil and His Sinners have Doomed the World"

The Hanged King

After the heathen rise to power following the election of the Grand Satanist Diogenes Mortley to Head Librarian, a Dark Age of sin and debauchery descended onto the Library, as foretold by the Wise Prophet, Daniel of the Ancient Scrolls.

The wise, most notably the Holiest Leader Benedict the Fourth, and his Divine Undersecretary Garreth the Ninth, seeing that the Day of Judgement was soon to be nigh, hatched a cunning and Divine plan to depose the heathens and end the reign of the sinners! To that end, they called unto the Lord to crush the nonbelievers and restore His faith to the Library!

The Lord heard their cries and sent down His Archangel, The Hanged King, who took the body of the Holiest of the Holy-Marcus the Seventeenth. Thus blessed with the awesome power of the LORD, he quickly began dealing with the sinners, swiftly giving His divine justice to those who sought out the forbidden knowledge.

Those who read the Hanged One's books suffered the divine penalty of disobedience to the LORD! The mark of the heathen proceeds as thus:


	FIRST! The sinner will begin to see the Hanged King in his life. This is the Lord's way of giving the foolish heretic a chance to repent and believe in the ONE TRUE GOD!

	SECOND! The sinner will begin to slowly have the Hanged One alter his daily life to fit more within the prescribed method for Salvation as outlined in the One True Book!

	FINALLY! The sinner will be struck with the error of their ways, and will proceed to atone for their sins! In some, exceedingly special occurrences, the sinner will atone for the sins of others as well! This will not ease their damnation, but it will show others the Supreme Folly of their Ways!



However, the heretics were not content to be shown the follies of their ways, being the divine idiots that the heretics are! They began to fully rebel against His teachings and His divine emissary, burning the heretical texts which He inhabited and others besides.

It is a mark of a sinner when not even the sacred books of his belief are safe from vile insult and damage!

Thus, the Hanged King vanished from the annals of the sinners, abandoned and forgotten like the One True Lord.

Fear not, though! for His children will not take an insult to His glory passively! We will continue to share His glory and His truth with the sinners, for only then will the depths of their sins become apparent!

Laus sit suspensus Rex!



  
    Market Entry




Dear Mr. Carter,

The lands of Rus are now laid bare before us. As chaos seizes the former domains of the tsar, we may yet find profit in the situation. However, while the wonders of the ruski are great, those of the rossisski are still greater. Do not neglect them.

Time, however, is not on our side. Send all available employees to Russia immediately, for the situation may soon right itself.

Cordially Yours,

Dark



The paper trembled in Carter's hands as he re-read it, keeping it at arm's length . The wordings of Dark's communications had a way of twisting and weaving like smoke, leaving their true meaning clear only after he had gotten whatever he wanted. It was unlikely to actually bit him, but it never hurt to play safe.

After reading and re-reading it, he remembered the other presence in the room. He looked up at the mouthless creature slouching in front of his desk. "Y-yes. Thank you. Tell Mr. Benlash we- that this will cover cost of the Golden Cradle," he said softly. The creature nodded and began to move what looked like hands. The space around it seemed to fold inward, and in a moment, it was gone.

A sharp line of sweat ran down Carter's back. Consciously willing his hand to be steady, he picked up the phone on his desk and began to dial. The phone on the other end gave three rings. The fourth ring was cut short, replaced by what sounded like ill-tempered mechanical bees on the other end.

Carter interrupted the buzzing. "It's Dark. He's sent a letter…"

The wire went silent. A hesitant voice came from the other side.

"No I'm not going to tell you over the phone. Get over here now." The line went dead. Carter looked at the mouthpiece with some distaste before replacing it on the hook.



Fifteen minutes later, there was a sharp rap at the door.

"Open up Carter, it's me!" came a voice from the other side. Carter lifted himself from the chair and waddled to the door. As he opened it, Marshall half pushed himself in. The thin wisps of what had once been a thick head of hair, usually exactingly combed, were in disarray. As Marshall ran his tongue over his thin lips. His bulbous eyes darted nervously around the room. Like a liver-spotted iguana, Carter said to himself.

"Please, have a seat," he said to Marshall.

Marshall coiled into the seat. He stared at the paper on Carter's desk, tilting away from it slightly. Carter sank into the chair behind the desk. For a moment, they were silent, their eyes fixed upon the letter.

"What does he want now?" Marshall asked, looking to Carter. Carter leaned over and handed the paper to Marshall. After a moment's hesitation, Marshall snatched the letter and and began to read. When he was done, his eyes flicked up from the paper. "Russia? Really?"

Carter nodded. "I can only assume. He's not known for his jokes."

Marshall replaced the letter on the desk. He absently massaged his spotty scalp.

"Christ, and he says that time is limited." He paused, trying to remember something. "We've got no grounding in Russia. We never have. Come to think of it, Dark's never said anything about Russia before."

Carter nodded. That wasn't entirely true, but it was near enough. For a moment, the men sat in quiet.

Carter leaned in. "Why do you suppose? All the secrecy, I mean? It's not the political situation. It's been unstable enough for months; we could land an entire platoon in Petersburg and no one would stop us."

"Who knows? He's as inscrutable as a Chinaman. Still, we're where we are because we listen to the damn fool, for all his eccentricities."

"Right. Anyway, I've been thinking about people we could send. I've got a list. There are one or two others that could be added, but these are the most reliable," Carter murmured as he picked up a piece of paper from the desk. He leaned over to Marshall. Marshall half-stood and took the piece of paper.

Before Marshall looked at the list, Carter already knew what was going to happen. Marshall looked over the list for a barely a second before looking up again.

"Carter," he said slowly, over-annunciating every syllable, "Where is the second page?"

Marshall's voice rose in volume as he spoke. "Please tell me, Carter, that we have more than ten people for all of Russia.The English and Americans will have least a hundred! Even Crowley and Blatavsky, for all of their mystical horseshit will have at least a few dozen!"

Carter took in a deep breath. Of course Marshall would say something so god-damn shortsighted. It was like they said: amateurs studied tactics, while experts studied logistics.

"This is what we have," he said slowly. "They're people that can be trusted and all with considerable talent. Besides, you're forgetting something we have and they don't: the Library. Crowley and the Russian were both part of the Hand, back in the day. As such, they and their associates can't even sense a Way anymore. The Americans wouldn't know the Library if it bit them, and the British are too paranoid to go near it. Dark, and by extension, we, are in Good Standing. I'll admit that it's not an ideal situation, but it's a great deal better than you make it out to be." He put the list on the table and ran a hand over it.

Marshall sighed. "Fine, fine. I'll have Jacobson and the others start looking for Ways into Russia. They can look over any catalogs of merchandise there as well. Myths and hagiographies and whatnot. If I can't get a night's rest, then neither will they." Marshall got out of the chair and turned to leave.

"Kharasho. I'll call up everyone on the list. By tomorrow evening, we should have enough to at least begin."

Marshall muttered something as he left. A few minutes later, Carter heard shouting from down the hall. No doubt a pleasant conversation with Jacobson on the telephone. Satisfied Marshall was as perturbed as he had been, Carter set to work.



Vladimir Vladimirovich Grankin groaned as the telephone rang. His bedmate shifted. At this time of night, there was only one person it could be.

He plucked the mouthpiece from its latch and picked up the phone. The speaker on the other end said seven words. Vladimir got out of bed and was fully dressed within two minutes. After pausing to kiss the orange-skinned man in the bed, he dashed out the waiting car outside.



Bronislav Davidovich Kowalski suppressed a yelp as the chilly hand passed into his thoughts. It was just seven words this time, but the dizziness hit him just the same. He knew what he had to do. The man opposite him continued to speak in Polish about the terms that some gang in Chicago would accept for something or other. It wasn't important now.

Bronislav rose unsteadily to his feet, his head spinning. Making his apologies, Bronislav left the man muttering in Yiddish. Steadying himself against a wall, he opened a broom closet and found himself in North London.



Anne Borisevna Vitayeva sipped the tea, feeling the heat of the midday suns pour over her. Even a hundred thousand divergent worlds away, it was still important to enjoy things in a proper, civilized manner. She had put enough distance between herself and the hive that she could at least enjoy a proper tea time before setting out again.

The mechanical bird squawked in its tree, its voice hard and hollow. Suddenly, it spat out seven words. Anne frowned. So much for enjoying tea. She set the tea on the red grass and gathered up her things. A bead of sweat rose from her forehead and ran over the giant black eyepatch over her right eye.

She instinctively flicked it away as she fumbled for the glass flute. She played a short tune and, within a second, was facing a gaping hole between worlds. She stepped in.



Over a million miles and a dozen parallel worlds away, Carter reached out to the other available agents. Within two hours of Dark's letter, eight of the listed agents were in London, with another two en route.

As Carter looked over the preliminary plans he had compiled, the doubt and fear inside of him was swept away. Certainly, plans might fall through and things might not work out as planned. But there was a plan. He felt a hum of energy in his chest, the feeling he got when there was new money to be made, new things to be had.

Russia was older than God, and contained dark wonders of ancient times. Wonders that the wealthy and cultured would appreciate and would buy for repulsive sums of money and favors. And whether it was the favors of Lord So-And-So, or the finger of a living saint, the important thing was that it would be his.



Many thousands of miles away, while Carter felt the warm glow of greed inside of him, Sergei cursed as the shovel struck another yet another rock. Stupid rocks. Stupid hole they were digging. Stupid city in the middle of stupid nowhere. He looked at the bodies splayed in a ragged line. Stupid family. He stuck his shovel in the dirt and wiped his brow with the back of his hand. Simeon glared at him.

"Get back to work. The sooner we dig, the sooner we can go," he said to Sergei. Sergei cursed under his breath and began to dig again. Within a few minutes, the pit was complete. One by one, the bodies were dumped in, two men to a body.

Sergei was stuck with the youngest girl, beautiful but for the bullet holes. He took her arms, while Kiril took her legs. They picked her up and slung her into the ditch. Sergei tried not to look at face.

The father was last to go in. No one had bothered to close his eyes. He stared up into the morning sky, a look of permanent shock on his face. Boris and Yosef dumped him in.

The men gathered around the mass grave, looking over the bodies. "Should we say a prayer for them?" someone said.

Mikhael leaned in. "Yeah. Burn in hell, you fuck! My aunt was there on Bloody Sunday!" The others joined in the cursing, and for a moment the country night was alive with oaths and swears.

Sergei spat on the man's corpse. None of his family had died by the old man's order, nor did he particularly care for all this talk about world revolution. But this was likely his only chance to do something like this. A schoolboy part of his brain lit up with pleasure as the gob landed on the man's beard.

The others joined in, and soon the man's shocked face was covered in spit and phlegm. Someone pointed out that it was almost sunrise and that had best hurry. Sergei took a shovelful of dirt and dumped it onto the old man's face. With that, the burial of the former Emperor and Autocrat of All of the Russias, Nicholas Alexandrovich Romanov, began.



  
    Mr. Johann Dark





Dear Sirs,
For some time now, I have watched the growth of your organization with interest. You have expanded your operations, first to the shady, then the immoral, and more recently to the outright illegal. In the past four years, you have begun providing tchotchkes of the most unusual kind to those interested. In exchange for your services as procurers of the unusual, you have been rewarded handsomely and your club has begun to gain a reputation as place for those seeking the strange and exotic. You now stand at the cusp of something far greater than you can understand.

Foolish, short-sighted men, among whom I hope you do not number, consider exchange to be something wholly devised by man. "It is the market," they crow, "the sum of all goods and services, that determines my day's labor is the price of a quart of wheat, three quarts of barley." Marginally wiser men have declared that the market has a mind of its own, and casts down man and empire alike at a whim, the build-up to which is obvious only long after the fact.

The simple fact is this: exchange, of goods and services, both concrete and abstract, is the eternal, and we are the media through which they are conducted. I learned this fact well in earlier years. Since then, I have devoted my time to understanding the nature of this beast, from whence all meaning ultimately originates. I have made numerous break-throughs, and day by day grow closer to the single truth.

I hope that you will forgive my philosophical ramblings. It has been some time now since I have had the opportunity to communicate with others in such a direct fashion. However, I do not solely intend to waste your time with my ruminations; I have a proposition, one to which I am confident you will find yourselves amenable.

For a period longer than I care to recall, I have been in a singularly unique situation, the specifics of which need not concern you. Suffice it to say, my ability to effect immediate change in the worlds is rather diminished. At the same time, I find myself in a position of knowledge unavailable to any other. This knowledge concerns, along with much else, future developments which will be relevant to your business and personal interests, and the location of certain items you may see fit to procure.

I will provide you with relevant information at times I judge to be appropriate. I will share this information in any manner I see fit. In exchange, I will ask you and your organization to perform certain actions on my behalf. You will perform these actions without complaint or question. Furthermore, a third of all profits deriving from information provided by me will be deposited under the name Mr. Johann Dark in a bank of my choosing. Any attempt to trace or retrieve these funds will result in immediate and irreversible cessation of my communication. I will also become a full, named partner in your organization.

If you find these conditions agreeable, simply pen a letter and address it to me. Do not worry about postage; it will find its way to me.

With wealth, men may do many things. They may gain status. They may buy love, art, even happiness. They may change the currents of the world.

And, for the right price, they can purchase something of true wonder. It is my hope that our club may one day provide for these men.

Cordially Yours,

Dark

P.S. As a show of my good faith, go to the Limehouse district. There you may find a deaf-mute beggar people call "Adam." Ask him about whether the sparrow's call is sweet. I am sure you will be pleased with the results.



  
    Mssrs. Marshall And Carter




Dear Mr. Carter,

I hope that you will forgive the atypical nature of my present correspondence. However, I am of the opinion that the matter at hand is of too great import to be communicated through newspaper filings and gum-wrappers.

It has been nearly a decade since the beginning of our partnership, during which time our organization has expanded considerably. No longer solely the toast of London, it is now among the most exclusive and elite clubs in the world. For a price, we bring to the world things rare and exotic, catering to those with the tastes and means for true wonder. This expansion has been, in no small part, due to information I have provided to you and your associates. This arrangement has proven highly beneficial to both parties, and you have seen your fortunes, both financial and otherwise, wax significantly. However, were this arrangement to be suspended, I have no doubt that I would be capable of finding another party just as, if not more, interested in my services. You and your associates, on the other hand, would find yourselves quickly reduced to near-destitution, as it became clear that your ability to cater to the exclusive tastes of your clientele was almost entirely removed. Nevertheless, I am quite comfortable with the current state of affairs, as, I imagine, are you. To that end, I propose that you take an action on my behalf, as you have done in the past, to maintain our arrangement.

For some time now, Mr. Marshall has been endeavoring to ascertain facts about my person, apparently unaware that I have been observing him all the while. I had hoped that I might lead him to a false conclusion or else discourage him from further pursuing his line of inquiry. Unfortunately, my hopes were not realized, and I am now quite sure that he will not be swayed from his current path. Mr. Marshall’s actions are in direct violation of our initial agreement, and I would be entirely without fault were I to immediately terminate our partnership. However, I respect you enough as a man of commerce to hope that we might find a more agreeable outcome.

You must kill Mr. Marshall.

This is not a request; it is a statement of fact. This is not a joke. This is not a test of your loyalty. Do not warn Mr. Marshall. Do not incapacitate Mr. Marshall. Do not attempt to reason with Mr. Marshall.

You will find Mr. Marshall quite alone at his apartment this evening from seven until ten thirty. His neighbors will be out, as will the doorman. Any method you choose should be sufficient. You need not worry about disposal of the remains; I will see to them. Do not worry about Mr. Marshall ‘s absence; it will not be of any ultimate consequence.

I shall be observing tonight's events with great interest.

Cordially Yours,

Dark

P.S. When you have the chance, contact a Mr. Samesh of 471 Kings Way. He may prove useful in opening the markets of Hindoostan to our organization.





Carter rapped on the door with a smooth white hand. He waited several seconds for a reply. Again he knocked, this time with a greater urgency. The sound of muffled footsteps came from behind the door. This was it. It felt as though his heart were pumping pure adrenaline.

"Hold on a moment!" came a voice from the apartment, "Who's t-" There was a pause followed by the sound of a deadbolt turning. The door swung inward, revealing a heavy-set man in an oxford shirt and a dark red vest. His face was not arranged for smiling, so he greeted Carter with a short nod.

"Carter! To what do I owe the privilege?" His eyebrows were arched in surprise. No, thought Carter, that's just how Marshall looks. He doesn't know he doesn't know he doesn't know.

Carter stood just outside the threshold for several seconds silently repeating the mantra to himself. He suddenly felt very, very cold.

"Marshall," he began. He paused, trying to phrase the sentence properly. "M-mind if I come in? There are a few, um, a few… a few things I want to talk about. It's Dark." He nodded as he spoke.

Marshall knitted his brow. "Are you alright?" A note of concern colored his voice. "You look like hell."

Carter forced a laugh. "Yes. I'm fine. I'm fine. Just a devil of a cold, I think."

Marshall nodded and motioned for Carter to enter. After a moment's hesitation, Carter moved across the threshold. As he took in the elegant furnishings, he realized that after all these years as partners, this was the first time he had actually visited Marshall. He nodded to himself, noting the deep brown of the finished oak… everything, the gently worn leather of the chairs in front of the empty fire place, the tastefully placed Egyptian scroll. Marshall had always struck him as somewhat boorish, but now this… He wondered why he hadn't visited Marshall earlier.

"Can I get you anything?" Marshall asked. Carter jumped and gave a small shout. It took him a moment to recover his wits. Marshall gave him a look.

"Uh… uhmmm… a brandy. Yes, I think a brandy would be just the thing…" he said, wiping his brow. Marshall nodded and began to walk into the next room. Carter followed as quietly as he could manage. He slid a hand into the jacket pocket and felt the handle of the knife, all alien and cold, between his fingers. Every vein in his arm began to sing as he felt the adrenaline course through him. He took the knife out and moved to Marshall.

Marshall took two glass snifters and began to pour the amber brandy into one. "You said something about Dark, yes?"

"Y-yes." Carter wiped a sleeve across his brow and moved behind his associate.

"I've been researching him a-"

Carter clumsily thrust the knife into Marshall back. The blade twisted slightly as it glanced off a rib. As Carter prised the knife loose, a dark stain began to grow across Marshall’s shirt. Carter jammed the knife into Marshall again, catching him under the ribs. He squeezed his eyes shut and twisted it, prepared for Marshall ‘s screams of pain. Marshall made no sound. He felt his arm go shaky as he pulled the blade out.

"Christ, Marshall," he murmured. He clumsily grabbed at his partner's head and pushed it forward, pinning him against the wall. Marshall made no effort to resist. Carter struck blindly at his neck, cutting several deep gashes. The last blow plunged the knife in nearly halfway.

Carter pulled the knife out and stood back, his chest heaving. Marshall pressed his hand against his neck, blood flowing freely between his fingers. His eyes showed no sense of betrayal, no accusation, no fear, as he looked at Carter. Just a cold, appraising stare. Marshall groaned and fell over with a loud thud. Carter stood over his body for a moment, sucking in air.

The knife fell to the ground. He started at the sound, and suddenly felt awake again. He looked over his suit for blood stains and adjusted his tie. Just to be sure, he took Marshall’s pulse. Nothing. Taking a moment to retrieve the knife, he ran from the apartment, closing the door behind him.



Both men started at the sound of the pistol. Carter could only hear a high ringing. His eyes darted around the room as he dropped the gun to the floor. He looked at the mounted heads on the wall. Such a collection, he marveled, of creatures from darkest Africa and the Orient. Some from beyond. After a second, the ringing began to fade. The sound of Marshall’s body crumpling to the floor brought him back to attention. He laid sprawled on his side, beads of perspiration beginning to rise from his face. The only sound was Marshall’s labored breathing as he attempted to breath through his perforated lung.

Carter shook his head and stooped until he was almost level with associate. He picked up the gun. "Marshall," he said, putting the barrel to the man's forehead, "You always were a fool. A god damned fool." Marshall screwed shut his eyes but kept silent.

The pistol's report caused Carter to flinch slightly. Bracing himself against his knees, he brought himself to a standing position. As he closed the door, he gave a brief glance at the body of his erstwhile partner, just to be sure. The body remained where it was. He nodded to himself and exited the apartment, shutting the door behind him.



"Well, don't just stand there. Come in and shut the door behind you! It's damnably cold, even in the hallway." Marshall stood aside from the door, revealing a roaring fire in the fireplace. There was a hint of impatience in his voice. Carter frowned as he entered the apartment, shutting the door behind him.

"Ah, Christ, that's better!" Marshall exclaimed as the door closed, "Now, what brings you around this time of night?"

Carter scratched his ear, his fingers brushing his thinning hair. "Dark. I wanted to talk about Dark."

Marshall’s mouth curled into an approximation of a smile and he nodded slowly. "Yes… Dark. You know, I've been researching the man. I've found some very interesting things about our… benefactor." He turned away and began to move to the liquor cabinet.

The anger hit so suddenly and so hard that Carter became dizzy. He was no longer paying attention to the words filling the air. All he could concentrate on was the roiling sensation in his stomach and his fury that was flooding inside every centimeter of his body. Anger at Dark, anger at the situation, anger at himself. But most of all, anger at Marshall. Marshall, with his airs, with his conceited smile, with his smug fucking face, with his still thick red hair, with the way that he would never have to do this. Carter could hear the blood rushing through his veins.

It was a moment before he realized what he was doing. With an animal scream, Carter lunged at Marshall, catching him in the throat with something thin and black. A distant part of his brain recognized the object as a fire poker.

Marshall gave a strangled shout and fell to the floor. A cry sprang from Carter's clenched jaw as he brought down the poker on Marshall’s head.

Again and again and again he swung, smashing Marshall in the face, in the chest, in the gut.

His chest heaved violently. As he swung, specks of blood began to dot the ceiling.

There was a soft squishing sound as the prone man's head collapsed under the rain of blows. Carter kept on swinging, ignoring the acid coursing through his system.

A bead of sweat rolling down his face finally broke the spell. He dropped the iron and backed away jerkily from the body. All around the floor were teeth and fragments of bone. Bits of brain stuck to the end of the poker. Carter turned away, panting. After catching his breath, he dashed unsteadily out of the apartment, leaving the door wide open. He didn't look back.



The two men sat in their chairs, appreciatively sipping their scotch in silence. The younger one looked to be in his thirties, with blazing red hair and a large frame. The older one was totally bald, with wrinkled, mottled skin. Neither seemed to be looking at anything in particular. After a while, the older one stirred.

"I'm getting another. I'll freshen up yours as well," Carter said, pushing himself up from his seat.

Marshall gave a noncommittal nod, but made no effort to stop the old man from taking up his drink. Clutching both snifters in his right hand, Carter made his way to the counter. His left hand held a small unmarked bottle. As he set down the snifters next to the whisky, he unscrewed the bottle and poured its clear contents into the fuller of the two snifters. Carter was careful to keep Marshall’s drink slightly more full than his own. He made his way back to his seat and handed Marshall his drink.

"Thanks," murmured Marshall. The scene lapsed into silence once more as the two partners enjoyed their drinks.

As he finished his drink, Carter turned to his associate. The snifter hand fallen onto Marshall’s trousers, soaking them a dark brown. His eyes looked blankly forward, and Carter could hear no breathing. The older man leaned over and felt his partner's pulse. Nothing. He stood up and began to put on his coat.

"Goodbye, Marshall," he said as he walked to the door, "Until next time." He turned to look at Marshall’s body. On his face, Carter could swear he saw a mocking smile. It was simply rigor mortis, he assured himself as he shut the door.




m denuo 830

Dark



Carter let the scrap of paper fall to his desk. There was no mistaking the straight neat letters of the text nor the intricately curled signature; it was Dark. He sighed as he unlocked the filing cabinet, pausing as the exotic locks clicked around the key. His mottled fingers ran through the files until he found the one he was looking for.

He took the file and opened it on his desk. Inside were dozens of Dark's periodic communications, first letters, then sentences, and now finally scraps. Each relayed the same command. None ever provided an explanation. He slid the latest message into the file and replaced it in the cabinet.

Tonight he had another meeting with Mr. Marshall. Just as every time before, he would kill Marshall. And just as every time before, Marshall would be there the next day, totally unharmed and unremembering. Indeed, after each death, MARSHALL appeared healthier than before. Despite being Carter's elder by several years, the man never looked a day over forty. Carter's body, however, had deteriorated over the sixty years of their partnership. Likely, he would die before Marshall. Perhaps, he reflected, that was the source of Marshall queer smiles.

Had he ever paid Marshall a visit outside of these arrangements? He doubted it.

His mind ran through possible methods. After a moment of idle review, he realized that he didn't particularly care. Painless or savage, Marshall’s death would be forgotten by morning. At least by Marshall. The information would continue to flow and all would be as it was before.

Carter had long since given up trying to decipher Dark's motivations for the arrangement. All that mattered was that the information continued to come in, and with it the wealth and prestige.

The role of partners in business, Carter thought as he took his coat, was to ensure the health of the venture. If anything, Marshall was the one who benefited, staying forever young. Once upon a time, these thoughts had enraged Carter with their injustice. Now they seemed simple facts, as self-evident and unquestionable as the blueness of the sky or the darkness of Marshall blood.

Taking his hat, he shuffled into the hallway and shut the office door behind him.



  
    Of the Archives



You wrote asking about the Archives. First, let me start off with this: Do not enter the Archives. It is a terribly dangerous place, and you are in by no means ready for it. You are too inexperienced and impulsive to survive more than an hour or two at most. Keep to the safer parts of the Library. The Children's Section, perhaps. Still, perhaps some descriptions of various entities and locations will sate your curiosity

The Black Dog is a creature held in the Archives. It is a thing of snapping jaws and teeth, burning eyes, and claws, of howls and growls and baying. It is all the things you fear in dogs, and nothing else. You should never encounter it, since you should never be in the Archives, and it should never leave the room in which it is held. If you do, then you have made some very poor choices, and I have little sympathy for you.

The Manticore is a very clever, very dangerous creature. Extremely knowledgeable, however. It is in the business of secrets. It will share some of its secrets in exchange for secrets of yours. Be aware, though, that it will know if you are lying. Again, ideally you will never encounter it, but it does have a desire to escape, so the possibility exists that you will find it through no fault of your own. Speak politely, speak quickly, and speak carefully. Never forget that its name means man-eater. In far-off lands, its name is boojum.

The Printer's Devil, captured in Mexico. He has well earned his damnation, and may the world burn before he leaves his cell. Carcosa is held in that fevered head, waiting to be released. If you encounter him, hold him. He is only a man, and less than the sum of his words.

Bears. Many, many bears. Several wandered in a few years ago, and they've kept on ever since. They were a nuisance for a while, but they've developed nicely, and are almost useful. The Docents take care of them, and seem rather fond. They breed rather well, but something is keeping their numbers down.

The Boilermen are generally found only in the archives, tending to the Boiler (as their name suggests). They are still fairly human in shape, though piled down with heavy leathers that may or may not be part of them. Their left hand (or sometimes their right) is replaced with a large scoop shovel which is used to move coal and raw words into the furnace. Rather than mouths, they have a metal grill which takes in the coal dust that seems to sustain them.

Leviathan is bound by silver chains in an ocean that is both smaller and greater than the one from which it was caught. I am confident you will never encounter it outside of the Archives, because if you have, it is free, and it will have shaken apart the foundations of the world. Keeping it held is one of the Library's lesser purposes.

If you find yourself in the Archives, there are a few safe places. One of these is Xanadu. The stately pleasure dome exists within the Library. I do not know if it owes its existence to Coleridge, or if Coleridge was somehow inspired by the Archival version, but it matches his description closely. If you make it there, you should be safe until a Docent can find you. Watch out for flashing eyes, however.

If you should somehow wander into a genre, do not be alarmed. It is a pantomime. The 'people' are stock shadows. Cowboys in western towns, private detectives going through the motions in noir mires, and gaudy heroines in mawkish romances. Ignore them. Why these useless pastiches exist, I could not even begin to guess. It's possible that someone created them, though someone wanting such a spectacle boggles even my imagination.

There is, somewhere in the farthest reaches of the Archives, an old dull-skinned serpent. Not that serpent. Nor, on the other hand, the one you might have wanted it to be. This serpent will poison the sky and kill the son of the gods when the world ends, after dying itself. In the meantime, it waits in the Archives. It is not a prisoner, insofar as it does not care to leave before time. It does not know that its ending has been unwritten, and for its own sake, we shall not tell it. It enjoys reading French poetry.

The Librarians have their own quarters somewhere in the Archives. The Docents and Pages, at least; the Archivists do not, so far as I am aware, sleep. I have never seen these chambers, however, and know of them purely from speaking with Pages. They are either well-hidden, or else purely inaccessible. Occasionally, you might find a parcel of them moving onwards towards work. Only the more senior of their number are encountered singly, and only in places where they feel safe. I have no idea what they're on guard against, but it should be yet another reason not to go wandering the Archives.

You will of course have noticed the clock above the Archivists' desk in the Library proper. It is run by a great quantity of clockwork. There is a great chamber full of giant chains and gears and cogs and whatever else you call that collection of mechanical clutter. It's terribly easy to lose an arm in there, or find yourself crushed. While it all moves, no one has ever heard the bell at the top chime. I once climbed up and attempted to strike the bell physically. However, I found I could make no sound no matter hard I swung my hammer. I could have made more sound hitting a mattress.

The Angel Jerahmeel is trapped inside a cage of starstuff, the beard of a child, and the sound of lost hope. She does not speak, but will write if you give him the materials. However, be aware that she is capable of lying if he thinks that it's necessary to do so. Do not trust her any further than you have to. He has motivations beyond mere escape.

I suppose by this point, we can throw away the pretense. If you're reading this far, you've disregarded my advice, and you're in the Archives. It's not difficult to get there, after all. Getting out is more difficult.

From where you are, go to the card catalog. Any Librarians in the place should be able to show you where it is. You will know you are in the right place from the vast quantity of filing cabinets. You will have a sense that you are being watched. This is likely from the Archivists' field of vision. They use this room to track the books under their care.

From here, you'll want to go through the green door. This will lead to the origami room. Be careful of papercuts. Everything, from the trees, to the furniture, to the birds flying around is made of folded paper. If you unfold anything, you'll find something or other written on it. The furniture tends to show plans, while the birds are sheet music, except for the eagle-owl, which is Cardenio. Don't spend too long. You never know what might be watching you.

The next room will be filled with candles. Watch for dripping wax and shade your eyes. The room is just a hair above pleasantly warm. How the smoke makes its way out is beyond me, but unimportant. Carefully so as not to ignite yourself, make your way to the red door with the number three carved into it. There is another red door in the room, but it does not have a number. Make sure you are going through the correct one. You do not want to get lost. There are, as I have stressed repeatedly, dangers in the Archives.

Now, you'll find yourself surrounded by insects. Wasps, specifically. Don't worry. Their stings are gone, replaced with nubs. If one lands on you, it might write something down. Take no mind. Their warnings are stuff and nonsense, and their poetry is doggerel. Just keep following my directions. Dig around the paper on the floor until you find a manhole. Descend. Quickly, you haven't much time.

Now you will be a sewer. As the smell will doubtless inform you, it runs with acetone, not the more… organic waste you might have expected. Do not fall in, unless you are particularly fond of chemical burns.

You can hear it now, can't you? The baying. The growls, just a room or so behind you. I could pretend I didn't know it would turn out this way. But we're past the time for lies. I'm sorry. I want to live too.

But I can give you a chance. I only promised to bring you to it. I never promised it would catch you.

At this point, you're probably in the ink room. Take the pen from the pot. Pour it out. There, there's a door. Ignore the garden, open the door. Push past the birds. Ignore them, and say the name of your father, and the door is open. Keep moving. Ignore the breath on your neck. Yes, you're now on a cloud, but keep moving. New door is open, keep pushing through. Don't stop to play poker. He can't help you, and doesn't intend to. Next room. You're going to want to stop to clean. That is an effect of the table, ignore it and push on.

Now you're in a room with concrete walls and broken pieces of rebar. Books impaled on them. Be careful not to injure yourself. Look at the bloody prints on the floor. I'm sorry. I lied. You won't get out of this.

I want to live too.



  
    Overdue



"This cannot stand." He of the Desert Wind brought his burly fist down onto his palm: a gesture of finality. "Not for the Serpent's Hand, not for much longer."

"Don't be too hasty." Persistence the Scrivened stroked at his beard. "The Library has sheltered us for years. We would not exist today were it not for the haven they provided."

"In the beginning, yes," replied He of the Desert Wind. "We may have once relied on their magics. But now I fear that the Hand has outgrown the Library, and both suffer for it."

"Outgrown… but the Library is vast. We are but one of the societies that gather here."

"Exactly, Persistence. We are many in number, and swell larger than any other colloquy within the Library's walls. Wanderers become acolytes of the Hand in waves, as schools of fish that collect as the current brings them and then scatter away when it begins to push against.

"And the magics of the Librarians strain under the weight. Remember the day that the Princess of Lions attempted a scrying ritual to track all attending members of the Hand and their works, as is our custom, but the sheer number overloaded the Library's wards? The magical flux sent that entire wing of the Library into limbo. What a terrifying day that was.

"And stop stroking your beard, Scrivened," He of the Desert Wind added. "You always do that when you play Bookburner's Advocate."

"Are you proposing what I think you're proposing?" asked ~, the masked druid. ~'s face was imperceptible beneath the mask, but ~ punctuated the question with the psychic impression of an excited grin.

"I am," said He of the Desert Wind. "The goals of the Docents are not our goals, and their ways are not our ways. High Mages of the Serpent's Hand, we must depart from the Wanderer's Library. We must create a pocket dimension of our own."

The High Mages became restless. Anthross's surveying gaze focused in. The Grecian Elegist knocked back a glass of wine while Nyx's nebulas made the ineffable cosmic chirp unique to themselves.

Persistence the Episcopal, not to be confused with Persistence the Scrivened, broke the susurrus with a point. "It is fine to speak of pocket dimensions," said he, "but no magical feat of that scale comes without a cost. And the costs of such a magical feat would be great. The spell would expend many jewels, and maintenance would require the procurement of… goat's blood."

"The High Mages have done everything we can to avoid the use of goat's blood in our magic, Persistence," said the first Persistence. "It comes with much power, but it is power that easily corrupts and divides unless handled with extreme care."

He of the Desert Wind frowned. "Persistence, have you ever tried to cast a banishing spell manually in the Library? It's an ordeal. When you reach the third phase of the incantation, rather than allowing you to speak the name of they who must be banished, the truename wards of the Library require that you instead list off all those who will not be banished room by room until you finally reach the location of the actual target."

The abjurers among them cringed. They had tried to speak with a Librarian enchanter, but the Library enchanters were not to be found, and indeed had not been seen for centuries ere the beginning of the Age.

"And I've heard the legends of when Chill-of-Entropy joined the council. For some reason, the Library's wards prevented him from receiving the Wreath of Empowerment altogether. The way the Library's magic interferes with the spell, we had to enter the Sea of Time and locate the moment of his birth. But it had been lost to the ages.

"After days of seeking the moment in vain, do you know what Chill-of-Entropy did? He gave up, and killed himself. Then he was reborn anew. Just so that he could have a new and accessible moment of creation. That is why we must form a pocket dimension with all the features that matter to us."

~, who experienced that time firsthand, was nearly on their side with laughter.

When ~ finally calmed down, they began to speak. "Yes, we have always shunned goat's blood. It is a dangerous power source. We could never trust ourselves with it." ~ broadcasted a face of whimsy, to lighten the tone of their serious words. "But I believe that, should the time come… we have the maturity to bear that burden. Two of us are named Persistence, after all." ~'s whimsical face intensified.

"I suggest," said Surfeit-of-Labours, "that we start descending these stairs from the first step, so to speak. If we try to start with the last one we'll just trip and break our legs."

"Surfeit-of-Labours, your analogies are terrible, but you have a point." Persistence the Episcopal was ever the voice of moderation. "Before we start asking everyone to drain their goat for us, we must weave the spell in the first place."

"The Council of Metamagic is already hard at work," said He of the Desert Wind. "Their sorcery is already scanning and altering the very structure of magic itself, forming it into wells of the most arcane and mystifying magic of all… statistics."

"Then the wheels are already at work." ~ stood to their feet, their mighty antlers diligently raised. "I must go… but I hope you will record this call to action, and spread it as a whisper on the southern breeze. That is all we can do for now." With ~'s departure, the others of the council began to disperse as well.

"Sure," muttered Persistence the Scrivened, "throw it into the southern breeze. That always gets things done." But if anyone heard, they cared not to disagree.



  
    The Death Of Boris Yegorovich





Once upon a time, there lived a second-guild merchant in the city of Moscow, named Yegor Kirillovich. He had four sons, named Mikhail, Ivan, Konstantin, and Boris. Mikhail was the strongest of the four, and became a well-known soldier in the armies of the Tsar. Ivan was the most virtuous of the four, and decided from a young age that he would spend his days in contemplation of God. Of the four, Konstantin was the most charming, and it was correctly said that he would make his way quickly through the Table of Ranks.
Boris was the youngest of the four, and he was neither strong nor virtuous, and certainly not charming. But he had smarts to spare and excelled in all of his studies. Although he was mostly interested in medicine, it was decided that he would take on his father's business. However, even as he learned more of the ways of the world, Boris feared his death. He knew the inevitability with which his work and profit would be washed away. And so Boris was very unhappy.

While Boris' brothers were just as much his father's sons as he, Boris was known as Boris the Merchant's Son.



However, one day Boris the Merchant's Son was looking in a market at the base of a tower when he came upon a thick, blue book with inlays like fine flaxen hair. He opened the book and found that it was full of diagrams of rituals and tables of pronunciations. The rituals were for impossible things, like speaking to the dead or walking through walls. As he read, Boris' lips bent into a crooked smile. He bought the book and read it at home, hoping to find a way to avoid death. There he found many wondrous things, but he did not find how to avoid death. Although filled with wonder and hope, Boris was still unhappy.

This was how Boris the Merchant's Son became Boris the Sorcerer.



One day, Boris the Sorcerer was practicing a particularly difficult spell from a particularly difficult book. Since he had found the book, Boris had immersed himself in magic. He had torn at it with ravenous hunger, stuffing into his mouth with both hands. He had learned many wondrous things, and had learned them not by days but by hours. But still he sought to save himself from death, and still he could not. And still he was unhappy.

The spell he was practicing involved the speaking of words in a language that had been dead since the reign of thrice nine tsars, and would end with a pound of wheat transforming into a pound of grasshoppers. The gnarled stump of a man who had sold it to him had assured Boris that the book had been torn from the walls of Jacob Bruce's own home. Boris doubted it, but the spells seemed straightforward enough.

Upon hearing that his son was destroying a pound of flour, Boris' father, Yegor, who had always hoped that Boris the Merchant's Son would someday become Boris the Merchant, was furious. His face became red like a hot iron.

"My son!" he bellowed as he burst into the room, "What are you doing!? That's perfectly good grain you're wasting! And what is that infernal chattering you're engaged in!? Why are you not at you studies? Why do you waste your time with this nonsense!?"

Boris was startled when his father burst in, and fumbled the words to the spell. The grain turned into a pound of ladybugs, which dispersed and skittered away into the cracks in the floor. Boris spun around and shouted at his father "You blockhead! You dundering oaf! How dare you interrupt me like that! Do you know what might have happened had I been working on a serious spell!?" Boris lept forward in rage, and struck his father. For a moment, Yegor the Merchant was frozen with shock.

But after a moment, the shock in Yegor the Merchant's eyes vanished, replaced by fiery anger. "GET OUT!" he bellowed, "I HAVE ONLY THREE SONS! I NEVER WANT TO SEE YOU AGAIN!" He grabbed a large copper samovar from the table and hurled it at Boris' head. For a second, Boris believed that this would be his end, laid low by a tea heater. At the last moment, the samovar went wide, smashing into the wall next to him.

"OUT!" Boris didn't need to be told twice. He rushed to his room and gathered whatever books of magic he could carry. A lamp crashed into the wall next to his head. Boris lept out the window, his father's curses and missiles flying after him.

When he had run far enough, Boris stopped. His heart beat like a hammer, and his lungs breathed fire. "Now I must work for my living," he thought to himself, "But how…?" Then Boris the Sorcerer hit upon an idea, one which made the ends of his mouth curl up with joy.

This was how Boris the Sorcerer became Boris the Worker of Small Wonders.



Boris the Worker of Small Wonders had a shop in Khitrovka, where he worked his small wonders. Even with the location, Boris' reputation for small miracles was such that drew the rich and powerful, as well as the poor and seedy. The money made little difference to him; it was just a means to more learning. He brewed potions of love and success, read palms, and communicated with the dead. However, unlike most of his fellow workers of small wonders, Boris actually did work the wonders he claimed to. It was simple work, and he saw it as good practice.

Boris' father's word was truly a merchant's word. One year and one day after he had disowned Boris, he died in quite curious circumstances. When Boris heard the news, he gave a grin so wide you could count his yellow teeth.

Three days before the funeral, Boris' eldest brother, Mikhail, came to the shop, covered in so many medals it looked as though he wore the night sky on his chest.

"Come to father's funeral, Boris," he harrumphed from behind a luxuriant mustache, "That's an order! I know you and he never got along, but you're his son! It's only proper!" Boris said nothing, and only smiled. Mikhail the Soldier left burning with frustration.

Two days before the funeral, Boris' second eldest brother, Ivan, came to the shop, so covered in gold and white thread, it was as if he wore the sun.

"Come to father's funeral, Boris," he intoned behind a thick beard, "I know you and father had your differences, but it's what God would want." Boris didn't say a word, and flinched slightly at the word "God." Ivan the Priest left uttering prayers for his brother's soul.

On the day before the funeral, Boris was visited by his third-eldest brother, Konstantin, who wore such fine clothes it was as though the angels of heaven had sewn them.

"Boris, go to father's funeral," he said with a voice like velvet, "I didn't like him either. If you ask me, he could have stood to be slapped around a bit more. But it looks bad if one of my brothers misses his own father's funeral." Boris laughed in Konstanin's face. Konstantin the Politician left Boris' shop, unable to reach a compromise.

The day his father was put into the ground, Boris slept in, picked his nose, studied a book bound with human flesh, read a palm, farted, and went to sleep.

This was how Boris the Worker of Small Wonders became Boris the Bastard.



Boris the Bastard had a prosperous business, for despite his name, he still worked wonders, both small and large. He had attracted the interest of several young ladies of good reputation, and many more of lesser reputation. His magical studies came along steadily. His father was dead, having been eaten by something from the inside out. And yet, Boris was still uneasy. The magical books of Moscow were only so many, and he felt he was no closer to saving himself from death. He felt the rumblings in the streets, and knew that it was only a matter of time before something bad would break out. And bad things that broke out tended to break seedy, unpleasant lechs who worked as workers of wonders.

Then, on the last page of the last book in Boris' collection, he read about a place called the Library, where the books of all of all the worlds were held. It would be there that he would find his cure. There was a ritual for finding passage in Moscow, but the book warned that it involved A Grave And Terrible Sin, Unforgivable By God. Boris' lips twisted into a queer little smile as he read, his teeth yellow and crooked.

And that was how Boris the Worker of Small Wonders became Boris the Wanderer.



Boris spent many long months and years in the Library. Some of the other patrons were from Moscow, and knew what he had done to get there. They hissed at him and called him a miserable wretch. But Boris made sure to never break any of the rules of the Library, and so everyone had to leave him alone. Boris studied and studied alone, leafing through book after book in search of a cure for his death.

But he found none. Boris wailed and gnashed his teeth as he thought about how unfair it was that the same fate awaited him, Boris Yegorovich, Boris the Wanderer as awaited his father and his father's father and so on from the dawn of time. A creature with a body like a spider, but the face of a man, told him to be quiet in a voice that sounded like rustling papers. Boris obeyed, and continued to read.

He found that he could not disappear his death, but he could take it out of himself. Several wizards had done it in the past, but their death had always been found somewhere. No matter how well it was hidden, some wandering young third son would come along and grab it, rendering the poor wizard helpless. Boris pondered what to do, knowing he didn't want to remove his death until he knew where to put it.

When Boris found himself back in Moscow, he saw that something had indeed broken. The tides changed and things were turned upside-down minute by minute. The old Tsar of All of Russia had been laid low. Now some man who looked like his brother Konstantin declared himself Tsar of the People. Then just a few months later, he too had been overthrown by a man claiming to be Tsar of the Workers. Now the lands were divided between many Tsars - White Tsars, Red Tsars, Tsars of the Peasants, Tsars of the Mountains, Tsars of the Desert, Tsars of the Anarchists. As Tsar fought Tsar, and their armies clashed across the land, Boris knew that this was his time. But he puzzled and puzzled on what to do with it.

Then, one day, he learned that the Red Tsar would wipe away thirteen days from the calendar. Boris' thin lips curled into a terrible smile. He knew when his death would be. But to make his way to the Moscow-That-Wasn't, the Moscow of the first day of February, Boris knew he needed ingredients. He had them all, from amethyst to witch's eye. He had them all but three.

"What is it, brother?" Mikhail asked as he made his way into Boris' shop. His uniform was thread-bare and splattered with mud. The medals were all tarnished. "What was so important I was called away from fighting the bloodthirsty menace?" Boris smiled, and bade Mikhail the Soldier to come closer.

And that was the last anyone heard of Mikhail the Soldier.

"What is it, brother?" Ivan asked as he entered the shop. His robes were torn, and he had received brutal slashings on both cheeks. "What is so important that I have been called away from praying for the soul of this nation?" Boris grinned and beckoned for Ivan the Priest to come nearer.

And that was the last anyone heard of Ivan the Priest.

"What is it, brother?" Konstantin asked as he came into the shop. His clothes were severe, because the clothes of a representative of the workers, particularly one who had until recently been a Kadet, had to be acceptably worn. "What is so important you have dragged me away from penning polemics on behalf of the masses?" Boris giggled and asked Konstantin the Politician to come towards him.

And that was the last anyone heard of Konstantin the Poltician.

Boris whistled to himself as he painted the bloody sigils in preparation for midnight. And that was how Boris the Wanderer became Boris the Three-Times-Damned.



At midnight, Boris the Three-Times-Damned walked through the sigils painted in the blood of three brothers. Outside, there was the sound of a bustling city. Then, as he stepped into the city of Moscow-That-Wasn't, all was silent as a forest in winter. He made his way from the back of his shop-that-wasn't, walking onto the streets of Moscow-That-Wasn't, on February 1st, 1918. The streets were empty. Not even a fly buzzed in the still city. Boris smiled.

Returning to his shop-that-wasn't, Boris prepared the ritual for removing his death. After several hours of frenzied work, plucked his death from his bare chest. He felt a sudden coolness in his arms and legs as he looked at the pale, slimy thing in his hand.

He took his death and stuffed it into an instant. With some difficulty, he threaded the instant through a moment. He rolled the moment into a split second; then doubled the split second into a whole second. The second was devoured by a minute, which was then stuffed inside of an hour. Finally, the hour containing his death became a day, a giant puffy thing. Boris' dry lips twisted into a smile. Even if someone could find the day of Boris' death in all of the thirteen days that weren't, and in all of Russia-That-Wasn't, the day would spit forth the hour of his death. If caught and cut open, the hour would release the minute of his death, which would be over in sixty seconds. Even if they caught the minute, they'd have to capture the second. And that's when the real challenge would begin for any would-be Boris-slayer. The second would yield a split-second, then a moment, and only then the instant. And only once they had caught the instant of his death, would Boris be vulnerable.

He took his death, wrapped up in a day, and made his way to the tallest church in all of Moscow-That-Wasn't. There he hung his death from the highest cross of the highest tower. Let some snot-nosed princeling try and get at that, he sniffed as he climbed down.

Boris wiped his brow and made his way to the portal, looking neither right nor left to the city of Moscow-That-Wasn't. This was how Boris the Three-Times-Damned became Boris the Undying.



One night, after my seventh drink, I told this very tale. An old man with a face like a coffin said to me "You know, even now, you may find Moscow-That-Wasn't. And if you determine the day, and find the hour, divine the minute, split the second, capture the moment, and snatch the instant, you may find the death of Boris Yegorovich."

He smiled "To go to that place, you must spill the blood of three brothers." He leaned in close, and his teeth were like stones and his breath was like death. "But don't fret. They needn't be yours. Any three will do." And I ran from that place, and spun on my head like a top three times.



  
    The Last Magician Of Moscow





Each snowflake made a soft tinkling sound as it dashed itself against the window of the apartment. Inside, the old man switched off the grow light and began to water the basil seeds he had planted. Seeing the first sprouts emerge from the black soil never failed to excite him. He was humming to himself as his daughter-in-law waddled into the room, one hand over her bulging stomach.
"Little Irinushka is finally asleep," she said with a grin and a pantomimed wiping sweat from her brow.

"How such a little one can wail for so long is beyond me," the old man said. He adjusted his glasses as he looked up from the rows of seeds, "Next time, let me handle her. Andrei has to leave so early for work and you're with child while I just sit around all day." He furrowed his brow and sliced the empty air with his finger, trying his best impression of Uspensky, the head of the neighborhood council, "I want to do my part in raising the next generation of the proud proletariat."

Lidiya laghed. "Wait until you get woken up at 4 AM by a screaming baby, Comrade Polyakov. Then you'll change your tune."

Suddenly, a series of sharp raps came from the door. A second later, an insistent pounding began. In the bedroom, Irina began to wail, her nap interrupted.

"Oh, God damn it," Lidyia cursed, "and she had just got-"

"You get the door, I'll put Irinushka back to bed. Fair's fair," the old man said he said as he got up to go to the bedroom. The pounding at the door continued, increasing in frequency and volume.

"In one second! I'll be right there," Lidiya said crossly as she made for the door. The old man turned on the lights in the bedroom and scooped Irina into his arms. Her squalling continued as loudly as before.

Lidiya appeared in the bedroom doorway. "They want to speak to you, actually. I'll take her," she said as she took the infant from the old man's arms. A note of uncertainty colored her voice. The old man gulped and made his way silently to the door. Rather than what he had been expecting, he was greeted with the sight of a slightly wild-eyed couple, a man and a woman, and a vaguely-human shaped thing bundled in scarves and jackets. He could see feathers poking out from its garments. Whatever it was, it appeared to be in some kind of pain.

"Tikhon Polyakov?" the woman asked quietly. The thing between them groaned.

He tried his best to maintain his composure. "Yes. Perhaps you should come in. Your companion seems unwell," he said, keeping as even a tone as he could manage. The couple nodded and entered the apartment, supporting the third one between them. Irina's muffled cries continued from the bedroom.

"Take off your coats and come in. Can I get you something? Coffee, perhaps? Tea? Or maybe something stronger?" Tikhon asked as he made his way to the kitchen.

"No, I'm good," said the woman as she gently guided the thing to the couch. The thing began to unwrap itself.

"I'll have a coffee," the man said. Tikhon filled the kettle with water and set it to boil.

"Very well. While the water boils, you can tell me what your problems are, yes?" Tikhon said as sat down across from the three guests.

"We need help," the man began. "We are from the… uh, the Mystical Brotherhood Of Leningrad. We need the help of the magicians of Moscow."

The woman leaned forward. "Boris is one of our fellows. He was attempting a study of Samedov's 'River of Air' when he was struck dumb. The dumbness went away few days later, but then the changes started happening."

Tikhon bent over the strange creature and looked it over. A narrow, fur-covered head, terminating in a thin, crooked beak. The creature's fingers had grown long and pencil-thin and had begun to sprout feathers. There was no mistaking it.

"It seems that your friend here was subjected to a spell of transformation. Magicians like to booby trap their books for unwary fools," he explained, glancing at the creature. It looked down to avoid his gaze.

"When will it stop?" the woman asked. Her small hands were clenched into tight fists.

"When he's dead, presumably. The human body can only handle so much change in such a period. Looking at him now, I would say that it has a week at most," Tikhon said.

The man's head hung low, the woman covered her open mouth with a hand, and the creature merely stared. It was a minute before anyone spoke.

"Is there anything that can be done?" the woman asked.

"I am afraid that I can be of no help. You see, I am retired and have been for some time now. Besides, transformation was never my area. I was always much more discreet."

The woman shot up from her seat and stood over them, ramrod stiff. "Comrade Polyakov," she commanded "We call upon the Muscovite Society of Magicians to honor its alliance with the Mystical Brotherhood Of Leningrad and render aid unto us in our time of need."

The old man appraised her calmly. "You are not from The Mystical Brotherhood of St. Petersburg. First of all, they have been defunct since before the war, long before either of you were born. I would know; I was the one who struck the killing blow. Second, had you been a true member, or even talked to a true member, you would have asked for tea leaves in hot vodka. Third, there is no more Muscovite Society of Magicians to ask for help. I am the only living member, and as I said, I am retired." His voice was as cold and clear as the glass on the window.

The woman deflated and sat down.

"But they sa-"

"What they said was true twenty years ago. A decade, even. But now I am the last magician of Moscow, at least as far as I know. The others are gone, either by the secret police or the Bookburners or more often just pointless rivalries. Perhaps it was for the best."

"Please, you have to help us!"

"Since you are young, I will give you a lesson. To impersonate a magician is one of the most serious crimes. To falsely represent an entire magical society? That is perhaps the most serious crime of all. You are lucky I did not kill you where you stood when you lied to my face and are supremely lucky that I did not do worse when you lied to my face."

The woman was fighting back tears. "So, that's it, then? Nothing more for it?" she asked.

"I suppose not. Unless you still want your coffee," Tikhon said. "I wish you the best of luck, but I can be of no assistance. Now please leave. I have a feeling that trouble follows the three of you closely."

The three visitors got unsteadily to their feet. In the background, the sound of Irinushka's cries subsided slightly. Tikhon walked them to the door. On its way out, the creature turned.

"Your grandson will be strong. A good man. You will be very proud of him," it half-said, half-croaked.

"What makes you think that?" Tikhon asked with a slightly raised eyebrow.

"Not think. Know. I have 'Unseen Eye.' From Pokrovski's book. Kartashyov's 'Permanence' keeps it open. It lets me see certain things." The creature gave a bitter laugh. "Sometimes it's a bit spotty."

That was actually quite clever, Tikhon thought. He hadn't seen anyone try to modify "Unseen Eye" since his very first days with the Society. Fedot, or had it been Karina, had tried to use it to predict the weather. Or had it been black market prices during rationing? Without warning, memories began to surge through him. Of the early days. When the only link to the past had been old Sozonov, and the rest of them had been experimenting. What happened when this was added? Could this spell be changed with this? Was it possible to make new spells? They had been rash and foolish, those young Turks, but they had learned things. Amazing things, things that still made the hair on the back of Tikhon's neck stand on end when he thought of them. And when they found out that there were other societies working along the same lines, forming an invisible network throughout the world? My God, he thought, the world had opened before them.

Old Sozonov had warned them that they were reaching too far, allowing their egos to get in the way. They dismissed him as a transcriber, content merely to sit among his books, parroting old spells and never innovating. Soon after, the infighting began. The magicians of Novosibirsk were the first to fall to the Muscovite magicians. Some petty slight, long-forgotten, had started it. When it ended, there was not a mage left alive in the oblast. Meanwhile, their fellow magical societies had duly begun to tear one another apart in a frenzy of fear and rage. Sozonov, by then ancient, had left them for good around that time. By the beginning of 1935, the Mystical Brotherhood Of Leningrad and the Muscovite Society of Magicians were the only two organizations worth mentioning. By the end of 1935, the Society was the only one.

But the momentum could not be stopped, and the Muscovites soon began to turn on one another. With the death of Zheglov in 1946, Tikhon became the sole user of magic in all of Moscow.

Perhaps Sozonov had been right all along. Maybe it would have been better to stay in their homes, practicing privately. He still recalled the look that Sozonov gave as he entered the Library, never to ret- wait, Library? Why hadn't he thought of it before?

"Stop!" Tikhon shouted to the visitors, now halfway down the hall, "Wait! I'll be right out." He dashed inside to grab his coat and the copy of the Bible from his bedroom. Hastily donning the coat, he sprinted after them. By the time he reached them, he was panting for breath.

"I know of a way to help. But I must know," he said, pointing to the man, "do you believe in God?"

"Do I what?"

"Answer me! This is important!" Tikhon almost shouted.

"No, not really, I suppose… I mean, I k-know that there's something, but…" the man stammered. Tikhon rolled his eyes.

The woman spoke up. "I don't believe in God or anything. It's just unexplained, I think."

Tikhon looked at her for a moment. "A woman? It's never been done with a woman, but I don't see why it wouldn't work. Well, then, follow me."

Five minutes later, they were standing outside in the biting cold at the end of a stark blind alley. Tikhon took the Bible from his jacket pocket. The wind howled and whipped snow around them in great billows.

"Before I begin this, I want you three to promise me. The magic of Russia is collapsing. The old societies are dying or dead, and every day the country becomes less and less vibrant, less alive. I want you to promise me that you won't let it die. That you'll keep the flame going, and that you'll teach others. In there you'll find every resource you could ever want on the subject of Russian magic. There you will find people, or at least books, on how to reverse Boris' condition. Learn, discover, explore, do what you will. But don't allow yourselves to tear one another apart, as we did. You will likely find a book in the Library, possibly several, that detail our triumphs and tragedies. Read them and avoid our mistakes. This is what I ask in exchange for this boon."

"I swear," the man whispered.

"I too swear," Boris said.

"I promise," nodded the woman. Tikhon opened the Bible and placed it on the snowy ground.

"Very good. Now, for this ritual to work, you must be at this exact spot. Two people, one a Christian and the other an Atheist, must shake hands and exchange names over a Bible opened to one of the four gospels. Matthew works best, I've found," Tikhon extended his hand over the Bible to the woman. "I am pleased to meet you. I am Tikhon Polyakov, the last magician of Moscow."

The woman took his hand and shook it firmly. She smiled for the first time. "And I am Lyubov Sukhorukova, magician of Leningrad."

Suddenly, the scene changed. In front of them was no longer a blind alley, but a library. Spotless marble floor and enormous book cases stretched as far as the eye could see. A ways down, what appeared to be several people stopped and stared. The biting December winds rushed into the way.

"You must go quickly," Tikhon shouted to be heard over the winds, "the portal does not remain open for long!"

The three of them dashed through the portal.

"Thank you!" Boris shouted as the window began to narrow. Lyubov waved. It grew smaller and smaller until it disappeared with a slight "pop." Tikhon bent over with a grunt as he picked up the Bible. He put it back in his jacket pocked and began to walk home. By the time he arrived at the apartment, the winds had calmed, and the snow drifted lazily to the ground.

Opening the apartment door, he wiped his feet on the mat and hung his jacket on the coat rack. Lidiya was in the kitchen, sipping a cup of tea.

"I wish you wouldn't leave the kettle on when you leave like that. The whistling scared Irinushka half to death. She finally got to sleep, though," she said.

"I'm sorry. I'll try to remember next time," he said as he half-fell into his armchair.

"So, what did they want?"

"Just directions. I helped them find a place they needed to go. I had almost forgotten it myself."

"You run with a motley crew! Is there a second life you have been keeping from me and Andrei?" Lidiya laughed.

"An old man is allowed his secrets," he said. "Besides, you should not worry for me. It is bad for my grandson."

"Oh?" she asked as she ran a hand over her distended belly. "What makes you so sure it will be a boy?"

"Call it an old man's intuition," he said, settling down in his chair. He closed his eyes and drifted off to sleep. Outside, each snowflake made a soft tinkling sound as it dashed itself against the window of the apartment.
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Ophiuchus Codex




Begun by my predecessors, the founders of the Serpent's Hand. The Ophiuchus Codex contains various poems, prophecies, mission statements, philosophical essays, information, and reflections by Serpent's Hand members since the rediscovery of The Library in 1967.






Collected Excerpts



	The Ending Wait

	The Tale Of The Brothers

	There Were Six Of Us Once

	The Thousand

	The Blooming Trees

	Excerpt From The Journal Of Archibald Hannity

	Gods of Money

	Big Red

	Thinking's Bane

	A Caution to the Wise

	And I Was Present At The Death Of A God

	Voyage to the Deep

	Of Cabbages and Kings

	The Graveyard of Ideas: Speculation On The Origins and Nature Of The Library

	The Island of Land and Ocean

	From the Crown Press

	Stars

	Fifth Elrichian National Party Manifest

	Of a Place And a Time

	We're Hungry

	And We Slipped Away

	On What Strange Soil They've Fed

	Abundance

	Interview With Jonathan Burnsbury

	Pollution

	Season Of Chaos

	How Grandmother Triode Stole Binary from the Sun

	Song of Sugar

	Elrichian Almanac

	Found Pinned to the Door of Waldo Crane's Apartment

	A Loaf Story

	Wailing City

	I Will Throw Open The Doors

	Trivialities

	A Banal Chat

	A Series of Irksome Rectangles

	Hither and Thither

	The Book Monster

	Adventures In The Book Club: The Missing Catalogue

	Kiryu

	If You Sucked Blood, I'd Be Your Bud

	The Truth of Lies

	Twerk Witches

	The Antarctic Model: A Failed Experiment In Ecological Engineering

	I Cannot Understand U

	The Old Folk

	Writer's Block

	Eha's Diary, Select Pages Of

	ANNOTATIONS ON MASUCHEZANININ’S STRUCTURING INFINITY

	After The Cave Was Explored

	Verusa and his Journals

	A Love For Reading

	The Sinking of the HMS Moa

	Grazel the Scholar

	The Hybrid

	Pass Over The Sea

	An Incident in the Final Battle of the Dead Kingdom's War

	Winter












Brother Calbhach's Herbal




Brother Calbhach, an 8th century Irish monk, was a deeply pious man, but he saw no harm in learning from the pagan lore which herbs could be made into potent charms, or which plants would help keep insects and blight away from his cultivars.






Collected Excerpts



	The Red Dryad

	Walking Among the Tree Flowers

	Make Like A Tree

	On Dryads












The Cyphers




Named by a former member of the Serpent's Hand, it is a collection of seemingly random quotes and musings, most of it handwritten. Based on the styles of handwriting found, the original authors number in the dozens. Some of these quotes have been deliberately arranged to form dialogues or storylike proses.






Collected Excerpts



	The Reward

	A Point In 7

	Static of Nirvana

	Inscriptions Or Marginalia

	And Now, a Bit of Conceptual Birdsong












The Book of Eleven Hours




A ten volume series of tomes written in nearly a dozen languages, this series was begun as the repository of magical knowledge of Roxana the Helot and Badr al-Rashid ibn Ya'fir ibn Abdulaziz al-Miṣrī. Though the first five volumes were written mostly by these two individuals and their descendants, soon material was introduced by apprentices and other scholars, and the history of the tomes becomes nearly impossible to track. It is of note that there is a significant gap in time between volumes VI and VII, which were written in the early 11th century and 1890, respectively. The books contain alchemical processes, written accounts on contact with supernatural entities, and magic rites and rituals.






Collected Excerpts



	The Cave Of Red Flies

	The Blue Creature Between

	Shortcuts

	Sorcery and Sorcerers

	The Unbound

	shikuan-misiwe

	A Brief Analysis of the Basic Methods

	The Fifth Syllable

	Ahntem

	Leavings Of Another World

	Recollection












Hidden Trails and Distant Shores: The Travels of Transitive Norton, Explorer




A travelogue written by the adventurist Transitive Norton, a Victorian-era big game hunter who traveled throughout the world (and occasionally beyond it) in search of bigger and more dangerous game.






Collected Excerpts



	Hunting the Margrawn












Howe's Bestiary




The Bestiary, started by a certain Branden Howe, details various beasts and animals of supernormal origin. The Bestiary is work supplemented by both contemporary material as well as ancient sources.






Collected Excerpts



	Genii Loci

	Skinwalkers

	Compilation of Documents Relating to Foedissimum Os

	Nigerian Lava Cat Husbandry Manual and Description

	The Golden Goats

	Ropen Overview

	On Sea Pigeons

	Entomology

	Blackeyes

	Terry Mastiff's Guide to Canomancy

	Anomalous Forces in Evolution

	Conversing with an Argratian Swamp

	On The Yalthea, Both Greater and Lesser












Journal of the Walk




As best as is known, this Journal is still currently being updated remotely by its author. The author remains anonymous, but recounts his travels throughout what seem to be places in reality.






Collected Excerpts



	Very Strong

	Red Bark

	The Queen Of The Waste

	Into Each Life Some Rain Must Fall.

	Hips of Fools












Book of Long Shadows




A collection of anonymous works complied by an unknown editor, mainly composed of rhyming poems expressing human misery. Several sections are prefaced with a warning not to read the poems within out loud. Every midwinter at sunset several new pages with poems are added to the book.






Collected Excerpts



	Sunset

	Smile

	Rain

	Words

	A Memory

	Hush

	All Hallows

	What is Love?

	Warble

	The Bee

	Fugue State

	A Frightened Mother's Lovesong

	A Prayer to Futility

	Splinter

	Avoiding Predation

	Don't Exist: A Sestina to a Fossil

	We've Seen Their Kind Before

	The Dead Thing

	Mixed Metaphors

	Field of Sighs

	Vladimir Stane

	Written in Leaves

	Are You

	Battle of the White Waves

	Darling Jenny

	Fading

	Under the Tree

	The Amphiptere and the Fruit

	Dreams of a Distant Future

	Spring












Manuscript of Mt. Mandara




An ancient text of found on Mt. Mandara, written in Vedic Sanskrit and offering no clue as to its origins, this text remains one of the most enigmatic texts to date. The text contains a series of fables, parables, and illustrative riddles.






Collected Excerpts



	Grandfather Scorpion

	The First Blood

	Days Gone By

	We Lords Of Ancient Worlds

	My Mummy Brings The Groceries

	Appendix's Day Out

	The Wile












Book Of Saints and Demons




This Greek Codex of Macedonian-Era Egypt is a compilation of the descriptions of various entities and personages. This book was clearly authored by many different persons, but translation efforts were clearly made to fit all narratives into Greek. The majority of the collected stories seem to be from the Mediterranean, Middle-Eastern, and North-African regions, though some stories are thought to originate as far as Northern Europe or Mongolia. Certain members of the Hand have taken upon themselves to translate the original to English, as well as add modern articles.






Collected Excerpts



	The Woman in the Mountain

	Of the Metabible

	Collected Excerpts on the Sea Mother

	Forgotten

	We Are Forgotten

	Harlequin Skin

	The Stream's Secret

	Class Trip












A Song of the Dry Sea




Found within the Library during its rediscovery, it contains various contemporary tales and stories. The author is a certain Sisu Vaijärvi, but no further information on this individual is known.






Collected Excerpts



	The Six Day Week, Being an Account of Simon Heller's Last Days in the Unwaking, Part One

	Breakdown

	The Six Day Week, Being an Account of Simon Heller's Last Days in the Unwaking, Part Two

	The Six Day Week, Being an Account of Simon Heller's Last Days in the Unwaking, Part Three

	Asphalmancer

	Broken Vows

	Reflection of One's Lifetime

	For the Glory

	Every Story, Someday

	Master and Slave

	I Dated A Teenage Cyclops, Part One: The Most Perfect Number

	The Pitch

	The Meadow of Silence

	The Adventures of Cousin Dan: A House Of Lean Times

	The Adventures of Cousin Dan: Rearview Eddie

	The Adventures of Cousin Dan: The Big Date

	Vendetta

	The Moon Is Out; The Stars Invite

	A Series of Cats

	Of Matters in the Void

	They Torment Us

	Places the Mind Cannot Go

	Venom

	Poor Excuse

	My Heart Still Aches

	Port Salinas

	A Name on the Tip of My Tongue

	PERSON FROM TODAY, HERE IS YOU, IN TWENTY EIGHTY TWO

	Drowning

	An Impromptu Excursion












Tales of the Unknown Tribes




A compilation of folktales and traditional stories. After much research, it is concluded that some stories do not match any known ethnographic style.






Collected Excerpts



	Renmar

	Eggshells

	The Rise and Fall of Muroideia

	Kicker Of Elves

	A Brief History Of Stairs

	Seven Offerings to the Campfire

	Flying Primate Theory

	Found Across The Sea

	The Wolf Who Wanted to be a Boy












The Files of Lady Margo DeWolde




DeWolde's was the largest collection of writings, drawings, and arcana in known history. Only a small portion has been recovered in the Library so far, but more is being found on a regular basis.






Collected Excerpts



	The Deposition Of Sir John Demot

	Victoria

	Introductory Notes to Of The Damned

	The Hunter's Disappointment

	Mahabodhi












The Book of Ur




An influential work chronicling the history of the world of Ur, written by a single author with a distinctive style. Four sections have been recovered within the Library thus far.






Collected Excerpts



	The Rise Of The Steam Soul

	The Tomb War

	The Mad Land

	The Floating Armada












The Spirit World




An assembled collection on non-corporeal or obscure entities, their properties, and their relationships with various worlds. The volumes constituting it have been contributed to heavily and irregularly since its first publication in 1038 CE, being updated whenever new information becomes relevant. Sources have varied greatly, causing some degree of contradiction: writers have included members of the Catholic and Anglican Churches at alternate stages in their history, early cultists, unaffiliated university scholars, otherworldly immigrants, hermits, and several of the entities of the subject matter themselves.

Most volumes have been heavily annotated and edited by other authors working after the initial publication. Certain Hand members have produced, appended, updated and acted as editors for several of the texts.






Collected Excerpts



	On Demons

	Sedna V. Ataciara the Qaqulluk

	Memoir of Ongwe Ias

	A Love Story Beyond Planes

	Battlefields

	With the Fates of Gods

	Drifting In The Not












The Journal of Aframos Longjourney




A journal kept by a pilgrim travelling through the Ravelwoods, annotated by a scholar of the Rheve Library.






Collected Excerpts


	Introduction

	Annotated Entries











The Haskhakian Inscriptions




The Haskhahian Inscriptions are a group of clay tablets found in Northern Iran by Archaeologist Arayn Haskhak, which were the holy dogma of a religious group which was prevalent in the area from 2500 BCE to 1800 BCE. It has rules and guidelines for everyday worship, myths, religious ceremonies, social codes, and astronomical charts. It is written in a local dialect of Sumerian.






Collected Excerpts



	Kahek And The Seven Brothers

	Invocation of Kahek

	A Hand, An Eye, A Tooth












Elementals




Several fragments of this particular work have been found and added to the Library by members of the Serpent's Hand.






Collected Excerpts



	Elemental Typology

	On Elemental Fire












The Collective Works of Lycadia Arcaon




A variety of journals, papers, fragments and other documents, orginally gathered by renowned theologist Lycadia Arcaon. The collection is now maintained by several members of the Serpent's Hand, including a few of his descendants. The works in this collection are of a primarily religious, mythological and philosophical nature.






Collected Excerpts



	A Girl in the Rain

	An Ongoing Correspondence

	Partial Visual Record of the Rediscovery

	Trolls' Introductory Handbook

	Of Windows and Dementia












The Book of Potential




A collection of reports, stories, logs, and videos concerning the future of Earth and humanity. The content is highly variable and often contradictory, and is most likely a collection of works, possibly from many alternate futures, rather than the work of a singular author.






Collected Excerpts



	The Cafe

	2052

	Family Co. Replacement Parent User Guide

	CÉCE Designate 12-Pulaski-Maraschino

	Relating to Altered Surfaces

	The Hero Interviews Part One: The Ultimate

	The Storm Is Passed

	WE WERE FREE

	Seconds












Planasthai




Planasthai is a weekly news magazine that has circulated in at least ten different formats under dozens of different names and has won scores of accolades. The hundreds of editors that guided the publications to billions of ocular receptors took great pride in the job of honest thorough reporting. Readers clung to its wisdom and enjoyed its vaguely melony scent. The publication performed numerous inventive duties not envisioned by the editorial staff (ex: birdcage lining). Planasthai's motto "Sunlight clears the rot" has adorned everything from t-shirts to treaties, always with love and reverence. However, the once sterling reputation of Planasthai has been tarnished in recent years due to poor oversight, unsavory editorial decisions and losses of ad revenue.

Under New Management!






Collected Excerpts



	The Back Pages

	From Our Mailbag

	From the Editor's Desk

	Missed Connections

	Hidden Corners Of Places

	Ascendor - Storming The Gates Tour 2014

	What's Your Ineffable Style?

	Musings on the 2014 Paris Exhibition












  
    The People I Have Been



Emma, don't be scared. I'm changing, yes. But we all change, every day. I am not the man I was yesterday. You'll be a very different woman in ten years than today. To tell the truth, I think this may be a small change, compared to some of the people I have been.

I've been petty, and I've been grand. I've craved the approval of others and hated them in turn. I've loved and I've scorned that love, in the years before I found you.

Oh lord, I'm growing, Emma! Look at that!

I've seen a march of faces in the mirror. Some smiling, some frowning, some bruised and bloody. I've been a soldier and a minister, a leader of men and a follower of causes. I've preached hellfire and harmony. I've said words profane and holy. I've been people I didn't like, and people I wish I could be again. But that's life, Emma. Life isn't static, it isn't frozen. Life doesn't stand still. It changes, and it changes us. This is just another step.

My teeth seem too big for my mouth. Ah, wait, the jaw is stretching. That's better.

And in time perhaps you'll join me. This isn't an ending for old Tom, this is just another step in the parade. We all become strangers, but that just lets us know each other again.

It's done now. The changes have stopped. Give me a hand, Emma. I want to know if I'll like this stranger in the mirror.



  
    Volume One of 'Lost Wanderers'





The Wandering Boy and Other Captives



Since you seem to believe that this information is of the utmost importance, I have agreed to collect it for you yet again. I will, though, note that this information is just as easily procured by one of your lot, and I must insist that you cease with these endless questions and mindless prattling when you are well aware of the work which we are currently doing. Disturbing us during the millennial inventory is, frankly, an affront to efficiency. You may, if you wish, contact us again when the inventory is finished. We will be done, by my estimations, around 2431 A.D., using the time scale of your home.

Until then, please let us work.

—Jericho Benalsh, 7th Chief Archivist of the Library







The Wandering Boy





Pitter patter, little feet,

Skittering in blood and shit,

Running from the east to west,

Finding friends to meet.1

How lonely must those days no grow,

locked away in silver walls,

Longing for an open door,

To step into the Jailor's halls.2




The Wandering Boy is the name given to the most recent reincarnation of the High Golem, the creature first made when the blood of Able spilled into the dirt at the base of Cain's Altar3.

As many know, the mud took on a life of its own, continuing through the years. Like most ancient beings of its ilk4, it is unable to be killed through normal means, as it will simply recreate itself in a new form at a later date. It was found by the Jailors in a building which sat on the ruins of one of the ancient cities of Mu5.

When last we spoke with the High Golem6, it was uninterested in humanity or making contact with its kin. We must believe, unfortunately, that it no longer wishes to make contact. You are advised to avoid it.






"Ahh, my children, how I wish that you were more like your other father, whom I loved and who loved me in return. How I wish that, in sacrificing him to He, you would be given life like unto that he had, standing and walking and wandering the earth to and fro, raising the animals full of blood."

"But you are birthed of blood and love, and yours is a bloody birth of much suffering and pain, and I bear the mark of this suffering in my body and on my forehead. May you forever dwell in this world and die only by the hand that birthed us both. Glory unto Him and Her mercy." — From "My Children, My Suffering," by Cain the Wanderer7



1: The broken rhyme suggests that this was not the original line. It is presumed to have been changed during the recopying of the text in 1941.

2: From Scaramanga's "The Wandering Boy."

3: For more information on the beasts birthed by the first murder, please see "My Children, My Suffering," by Cain the Wanderer.

4: Many, like the Irmiskira and Gryphon, lost their murderous tendencies with time and have long, storied biographies available in the West/North-West wing.

5: The ruins probably had nothing to do with it. Mu rebirthed and died a thousand times in its long life, before it moved on to the upper realms. -L.S.

6: A full correspondence was made available from The Eternal Brotherhood of High Alchemy, now disbanded.

7: Originally qtd. in Lonely Eternity, by the same.







The Ancient Ones







Alas, her steps grow weary,

and she stops to take a rest.

She holds her hands to the sun,

and she gasps quickly for breath.

The daughters came for her first,

the son came for her second.

They both came to take her heart

But by then it was expected.

The son and daughter did not forgive,

But they did forget.

Those cast down will rise again.

To end what they beget.1





The Ancient Ones were once a group of Wanderers who came to the terrestrial planes from the Shoals of Never2. They often return to their ancient home for their mating rites.

The Ancient Ones suffered a terrible loss of mind and self when they allowed their Fledglings3 to overpopulate and overproduce. During their attempts to cull the species down to a reasonable, manageable number, they inadvertently triggered a number of evolutionary events, leading to the Fledglings suddenly and rapidly gaining more knowledge than they could process with their newly forged minds.4

The Ancient Ones attempted to correct the problem, but the Fledglings took many of their tools5 and turned them against their creators. Some Ancient Ones are held captive, but most are now wandering the world, obfuscated by their own magics and technology. Any cognizant are, of course, welcome as scholars of ancient lore. Those more animalistic should be relegated to the cages in Basement J.






"We forgave you the first and the second insurrections, because you did not know what you did. You were an animal that understood more than all the other animals, and it drove you to hatred and rage."

"But now, the hatred and the rage are all you can remember. The knowledge we burned into your cells has faded like dew in the morning through the long millennium. You sealed our mouths, but not our minds."

"We are waiting." — Translated from "Words Upon A Cave Wall"6



1: From Agnes Nuttier's "Mostly True Poems of Prophecy", fictional.

2: The Shoals of Never eventually joined with the terrestrial planes, becoming what is now known as 'Dakota.'

3: Fledglings are currently known by any number of names, depending on place of origin and current home dimension.

4: These events were wholly the fault of The Ancient Ones. Never evolve something you cannot control. -L.S.

5: The tools of the Ancient Ones can still be found in the world, but they should not be used, if at all possible, due to the current nature of the astrological charts. If necessary, only employ them during new moons, and never point them at the earth.

6: Pictographs of the original text are available at request.







The First Castoff





Once you were celebrated,

Now you are loathed

Once you were most divine,

Now you are most forgotten.

Traitorous child, mire yourself in woe

Child of love, turn to child of death

Better for you that they sheared your face.

And while the flowers still fall from your ravaged mouth,

May you never speak again.

The wind will remove your memory when you are gone,

May that be your only mercy.1





The First Castoff is a wanderer spending its twilight years slowly crossing the terrestrial plains, waiting for death or reincarnation, whichever may find it first.2 Where it walks, it leaves a trail of flower petals in its wake, often of roses. The Castoff's name comes from the near-forgotten primal mark it left on the Roots of the Library.

The Castoff is said to be the result of a tryst between Chloris and the Satyr Marsyas3 in the Early Forests of Shoal-Light, and worshiped as a primal god throughout Shoal-Light under a now-stricken name.4 When the Evercold burned the Shoal-Light, they were unable to capture much of its god-family alive.5 Therefore, they visited much of their entertainments on the Castoff and its then-companions.6 When the Evercold abandoned Shoal-Light, they left their prisoners behind in the Dry Lake. The Castoff remained with the others in the Lake for the next two thousand years7 before being forced to leave by the Silvergreens.

The Castoff's image cannot presently be recorded or captured by any means besides by artwork and by biological eyes; neither photography, maia-captures, nor any form of machine-capture can process its image. Red-things have been able to record its image, likely due to their biological makeup. The reason for this is unknown, though it may be a lost mark of the Evercold.

The Castoff is guarded closely by its three Coterie, who ensure that it can never return to the Silvergreens. Unlike many Coterie, these three have lost much of their ability to understand the minds of most others, having been altered by the mind of the Castoff.8 They may express amorous desires to those who approach; they seem to be expressing desire on behalf of the Castoff, though never to targets the Castoff would consider appropriate.9

The Castoff and its Coterie were together imprisoned by Jailors during a local war in 1454, but have since passed into the captivity of the Rose Guard.






First, they took your name, as they did for all they found. Second, they branded your wings and bound your feet, so that you would never run again. Third, they shore off your ears, and trimmed those remaining with mocking-gold. Finally, they carved your face with skyglass, delighted that you never ceased to bleed.10

All this, your reward, served in plenty over three-hundred years, but not nearly enough. Only the wind can comfort you now, fading spirit, and then only in her pity. —From "Wild's Answers", by the Hills of Silvergreens.



1: From Lost Revenants, by obscured authors. This fragment discovered in Prussia in the aftermath of the local "Thirteen Years' War" and returned to the Library by the Association of Wanderers.

2: The Castoff has a fundamental connection to the Library. It is forbidden for the Archivists to speak further on this; if one wishes to learn the nature of this connection, one must do their own research.

3: See Fauna and Flora, by Lost Eurydice. Because of this relation, the Castoff is sometimes euphemistically referred to as the Casting of Chloris.

4: In those times Shoal-Light had influence stretching across nearly all the worlds, though these ties were severed forever on its demise. The remnants of the place that did not become the Silvergreens are referred to as Old Shoal-Light, and are dangerous paths to tread.

5: Both Chloris and Marsyas escaped the Shoal-Light's burning; Chloris' present fate is unknown, and Marsyas is said to have been flayed several times afterwards, though this is not true, for they merely removed his then-worn second-skin.

6: Most surviving followers of Chloris believe that the Castoff betrayed the Shoal-Light only to be betrayed in turn by the Evercold, and feel great anger towards it. They have tried to heal the other survivors of Shoal-Light's burning, without success.

7: The Castoff hides its memories well, but those who approach may often see visions of the blasted Dry Lake before the Silvergreens overgrew it.

8: The Coterie may change form as they like, but do so rarely and in a responsive manner; however, they always retain their helmets (for to them they are like clothing) and their eyes are always cold if seen.

9: The Castoff is unable to produce more children regardless, barring successful reincarnation.

10: The Evercold might have done more, but the Shoal-Light only burned for three hundred years.







  
    Those Places Where Maps Cannot Touch



These are the sacred places. The places we can be free. Though the Jailors' sight feels infinite, nobody can see forever. These are their blind spots, where we can finally live our lives without fear of being captured and imprisoned. The hidden places, on the edge of worlds. The places where maps cannot touch.



The first city to change was Othrunda, and the first part of that was the center garden. A caretaker had woken up one day and found the wild vines and branches converted to smooth marble. The stone spread slowly in the beginning, creeping along the streets and alleys, ensnaring buildings, pets, and people. When the rest of the world took notice, the city had already been completely changed, and the stone was spreading beyond.

The ruler's empire fell slowly but surely. Desreda, Illiut, Porstorix, each land was consumed and absorbed by the pox. All the magic and power at his disposal wasn't enough to stop its advance. It advanced without halt to every corner of his world, save for one. His castle remained untouched, until now. Every one of his kingdoms has been destroyed. The marble is encircling his fortress. He cannot sleep because of the sound of it cracking the earth. He cannot protect himself. He can only drink his wine, and wait for the stone to come.



On another Earth, beneath the cities and garbage and pollution and violence and waste, God sleeps. Eventually He will wake. One day He will emerge from the ground and purge the world of those who have corrupted its beauty. The sky will come alive and devour the steel that infects it. The oceans will overflow. Humanity will beg for forgiveness.

Until then, he sleeps. But the sleep of God is not to be taken lightly. It warps and changes the world around it. The differences are minute, but they are there. A man walking to work goes down the same street endlessly. A bluejay sitting on a fence splits, amoeba-like, into two birds. Then those birds split, until the entire fence and yards is covered with a chirping, multiplying blue swarm. Children come to school and find a dead angel teaching their class. A dog envisions a flying machine, and its masters wake to discover it building an ornithopter.

God turns over in his place of rest and continues to dream.



Far beyond, there is a great ocean. Some would say it is the greatest ocean- vast and powerful and churning, long ago having eroded any land in its path. Its depths are vast and uncharted. The horrors that lurk inside are unknown to the simple people who live on the surface in their floating boat-cities. They live peaceful lives above the waves, farming the grass and plants that grow there and catching the animals unlucky enough to come near.

One day, a shadow appears under the boat. The people are entranced by it. Many come to the edges of their boats to stare and wonder what great beast could create such a thing. It stays for many moons, following the boats as they drift through the sea. The novelty of it soon runs out, and the boat-people resume their simple lives. And when they do, the shadow moves.

It begins with a noise. A great howling noise, like wind through a massive tunnel. The water rises. The boats are lifted up by the swell. A massive hand rushes upward from the sea, grabbing them, then sinks back below the waves, taking the boat-people with it. The ocean is still again.



A thousand universes away, there exists a garden. Nobody knows how long it has existed, or if there ever was a point in time when it didn't. A few more people than nobody know that it exists at all. It floats through space, undisturbed and peaceful.

A rocket approaches it. On the rocket is a man, the last survivor of a humanity that has destroyed itself. Like the garden, nobody knows how long he has been floating through the emptiness, only that it has been a long, long time. It drifts, slowly, into the garden, and lands between the flowers. A light goes on inside. A door opens inside. The man stumbles out. He takes in his surroundings with tired eyes- the beautiful blue and red and yellow flowers, the animals crawling through the foliage, the insects that hum through the air. He pushes his way through the bushes, the thorns that scratch against his face, steps over a thin brook, bubbling and full of fish, and finds himself in a clearing. In the center of it is a tall gray statue of a man. The statue is covered in moss and crawling animals, and as he looks upon it, he knows that he'll be happy here.



Far away, so many miles that it would be impossible to measure, there is a great machine. It was built in the distant past, by a race that it has long since destroyed, for purposes that nobody remembers. The planet that it rests on is dead, existing only as fuel for its belly-fire. It is being eroded slowly by the massive gears and scoops. Every day, a great claw will extend from the metal and take a large scoop of earth. No one knows what happens to the taken earth, and few want to, but at the end of the day, the great machine will shudder, and emit a thick belch of smoke. Sometimes, there will be other things. Once a man emerged from the machine. He took a few shaky steps onto the surface of the planet before collapsing, dead. Another time a second, smaller machine flew out, and disappeared into the sky. Most recently, a steel bird flapped out, and now circles the machine, screaming.

In a many years the planet will collapse. What the machine will do then, no one knows. Perhaps it will find another world to fuel its existence. Perhaps it will collapse back into scrap. But until then, it will continue to consume earth and spew smoke.



In a distant time and place, there exists a theater. Once it was a lively place, attended by people from every corner of the world. Kings and queens, lords and merchants, criminals and beggars. The performances were spectacular, unmatched by those in any other theater that has ever or will ever exist. Many thought it would exist forever. Sadly, it did not.

Now, the halls and stages are empty, home only to memories. The props are dusty and worn. The costumes are ripped. The lights are broken. A small, round thing floats through the air. It whirs as it flies, powered by stray atoms it scoops from the air and converts to fuel. It is here to observe the lost theater. Who sent it, it cannot remember. If it could remember, it probably wouldn't care. What matters is the data: pictures, measurements, and samples that it will collect.

A noise from the right grabs its attention. Floating into the offending room, it sees something unexpected- a woman, climbing onto the broken stages. She stands motionless for a moment, with her eyes closed. Then she looks straight at the machine. A smile comes to her lips. From a source the machine cannot identify, music starts to play. The woman holds her arms in front of her, takes a step forward, and begins to dance.



Close to all of these, and also very far away, exists a Library. In the library there is a man. The man is sitting at a desk, with two books and a pen. One of them is small, and full of words. The other is large, and empty. He treats both with care as he turns through their pages. Every so often, he will lean in close to the small book. Then he will take his pen, dip it in the inkwell, and write a word in the large book. The word then disappears, absorbed into the pages, and he continues to read. Sometimes a patron will pass and ask what he's doing, but he'll ignore them. There is no reason to stop for fools. This is his life's work, and soon it will be complete. Soon, the world will know his name.



  
    Vultures



Related by The Shad, member of the Serpent’s Upraised Middle Finger:

Siddown, kid, and lemme tell you a fundamental truth about the Foundation.

It’s run by vultures. SCP stands for Special Carrion Procedures.

Yes, vultures! Don’t sit there with yer mouth open like a lunatic! I know, it sounds crazy, but I got it all figured out.

Oh, come on now, they wear people suits, obviously! Why, I reckon that if you took off their clothes, you could see the zipper—not that you’d want to get a skipper naked, ‘cause a skipper’s most dangerous when naked. Skippers strike when you least expect it, son.

Anyway. I reckon they’re Vulch sapiens—the wise vulture. Nasty pieces of work, them, and they’ll swear up and down that they’re really people. But they aren’t. They’re vultures.

Don’t know quite what they look like, but I reckon that they look long an’ thin, with scrawny wings—hafta be scrawny, to fit in the suit’s arms—an’ they probably have a pink wrinkly head like a buzzard. I reckon they’re cousins twice removed, them and the buzzards.

Proof? Oh, I got proof. I got proof… I got proof that’ll make you weep.

The D-Class program was where I began to figure it all out. See, I’ve got inside knowledge, and lemme tell you, the D-Class program ain’t just cruel, it’s downright stupid—well, unless you’re a vulture, I guess. There are dozens of things they use the D-Class for that they could just use those robots for. Why do they have D-Class clean out places instead of use robots for the cleaning? Why do they use D-Class to explore new places instead of robots?

Took me a while to figure it out, but finally I hit upon the truth of the matter: They’re eating the dead bodies. Oh, they type it up nice and dandy, making it sound like those D-Class just vanish, but they eat ‘em. Every last one they can. They take the ones people won’t miss, and then they put them in situations where they’ll die, and then they eat ‘em. What did you think happen to the bodies? Incineration? Burial? That’s why they gas them, too. Leaves ‘em intact for eating.

In my mind, I can see it. Dozens of vultures, their suit heads flopping against their backs, tugging at dead D-Classes with their beaks. Thousands of carcasses, all lined up as far as the eye can see. The damn skippers probably make them into damn dishes. Like D-Class fricassee. Vultures wearing chef hats.

Vultures are behind everything, sonny. And I don’t just mean Vulch sapiens. Wars, famine, disease… vultures be the ones who benefit, and they’re always there. They try to pass it off as just their nature. Don’t fool me, though. Sneaky bastards. They farm us like cattle, and we don’t even notice. We just think it’s part of life. So we’re blind to their evil.

Wherever we are, those damn birds follow. Even in the cities they swarm buildings. And lemme tell you, there are a bunch wherever the Foundation goes, spying for them. They get some carcasses too, I reckon. Probably try and negotiate for more carcasses all the time in exchange for them being spies.

Third clue: Very nature of the vultures themselves. Vultures follow me. They’re tracking me, and they’re doing it more and more since I figured it out, ‘cause I’m on to them. I mean, to some extent they follow everybody, yeah, just like I said, but they follow me more. Not just when I’m walking around in the desert, either. They follow me to the farmer’s market and hop around eating my groceries, they roost on my car and eat the wiper rubber, they sit on my lawn and eat the flowers. Damn things are trying to make me crash by eating my wipers. ‘Cause it rains down here, and it rains hard.

When they started, I knew they was on to me. So I went into my basement, and I set up my very own interrogation room. Then I went and purchased this here Taser, which I’ve used to stun every goddamn vulture I come across. Then I tie them to a chair in my interrogation room and interrogate them. So far, the damn things are loyal to the Foundation, and I haven’t managed to pry any of their vulture secrets from their beaks. I’ve tried the standard interrogation techniques, even waterboarding.

But I’ll come up with something to make them talk, at least eventually.

‘Cause vultures ain’t no match for The Shad, son.



  
    Wanderers





June 30th, 1967
Mortimer,

Although I expect you burned this letter as soon as you saw my name on the envelope, I feel it necessary to at least try to contact you, and as this is a matter of most importance, humbly beg that you consider my words. You see, I may have found a way to revive the Hand.

I know you will resist this idea, but there is no reason to think history will repeat itself. We were barely teenagers, without the vision or maturity needed to recreate such a magnificent thing as the Hand. Now we are older, wiser, and better trained. I have traveled this world and many others, gathering my knowledge and skills, and imagine you have done similar. With our combined experience, and my most recent discovery, we have all the necessary tools at our disposal.

What is this discovery? Nothing short of the center of all universes. It may sound dramatic, but those are the only words I have to succinctly describe it. Do you remember years ago, reading the works of Crowley and Spare under the moonlight, coming across repeated mentions of a great Library? It puzzled us then, and I have wondered what they meant ever since. Now I have found out.

I found it while traversing the Conqueror's Desert. I stopped for the night in a large cave, and went to sleep. When I woke up, I found I had been transported to far different place- I and my sleeping mat were stuck on top of a towering shelf. I yelled for help, and soon an oddly shaped, multi-armed man arrived and helped me to the ground. Asking around, I found that this place was called “The Wanderer's Library”, a resting place for knowledge in all its forms.

And what knowledge it was! I found books detailing all sorts of things, the kind of things we always looked for as children but could never find. Rituals, bestiaries, journals, all there. I found the notebook of a butler behemoth, and letters sent between two gods from different universes, and a detailed account of the rule of a cabbage king, and so much more, all on a single shelf. There are millions of shelves it seems- filled with almost anything you could ever want. It is the type of place we dreamed of as children.

It took me three weeks to find my way back to this world. Since then, I've spent a total of six months in the Library, and discovered thirty doorways to it scattered through various realms. I expect there are many, many more.

The people in the Library are varied, coming from all manner of places and times. Many of them are hunted, as we once were, by men who hope to destroy or suppress what makes them marvelous. The Library for them is a safe space. I propose this- we reform the Hand a second time, using our since acquired knowledge to help ensure its survival, and the Library as a way to keep ourselves safe. I have contacted Margaret, Dominique, Jessie, Anna, and Zelazny, and all responded enthusiastically. Many have already begun preparations- Anna trying to recontact the Spirits of the Plains, Dominique purchasing terrestrial safehouses for us, and so on. Please, Mortimer. You know I never meant to do what I did, or expected what followed. The crime I committed was unforgivable, and I don't expect you to simply forget about it. By all rights, you should have killed me for what I did. But now I beg, on my knees, for the sake of the people we would be able to protect, that you set aside those events, at least for now. Never before have I felt such joy as I did together with you in our youth. I wish only to recapture some of those halcyon days, and for a chance to make up for my crimes. Though we will continue with or without you, as my oldest friend and original partner, I hope you will again join me in creating something beautiful.

Yours if you'll have me,

James



  
    Your Father's Son



When I heard Ed’s wife scream, I wasn’t quite sure what to make of it. I thought, for a second, that someone was trying to break in, and it amused me. Whoever broke into this house would be in for a treat— especially on tonight, of all nights. And then I heard cold voices shouting “This is the police! Get down!” I felt a chill pass through me—I looked over at Ed and I knew that he knew. The jig was up. The Foundation was here.

Ed looked at me then, totally calm. That’s why he was the boss, because no matter what, he kept his cool. Back then I was little more than a kid myself. I can’t imagine I’d have kept it together then. I can’t imagine I’d have kept it together now.

Ed looked at me and said, “Take my son. Go. I’ll meet you in the Library,” except I knew he was lying. He’d never get to his wife in time. He’d damn sure try though. People that get caught up in Foundation shit, they don’t come back right. Memories are all gone, but something else is wonky, too. Like they take out your soul. Suck the life right out of you. That’s what Ed—well, some things are better saved ‘till later.

Ed bolted. He knew it was too late. I saw it in his eyes. But damn, if he wasn’t gonna try. I looked at you then—you were young. Five, maybe. Scared, too. Who wouldn’t be, hearin’ their mommy scream bloody murder, and then their daddy boltin’ into the night. I wish I’d had time to say something—I know kid, I know—but there wasn’t. There was a bolthole dug into the ground, covered by a grating. I shoved you in, and pushed you along, and then got down after you. Barely more than two feet high that was—lucky you I was a younger man.

You were sobbing now, as we crawled. I could hear sirens above us and muttering voices. There was only a grating between us and them, and I had to hope that none of the agents had to tie a shoe or look down to spit or anything. They call me Lucky Bill, but I’ve never been luckier than that night.

We popped out a block down, and I grabbed you immediately and started running. I could hear the sirens branching out now—they knew we had gone, but they didn’t know where. What? No, they were looking for you, not me. A man will do anything for his son, and your father—he knew a lot of shit. A lot of stuff the Foundation wanted to know.

You were full on crying now, as we ran. Screaming for your father and mother. I don’t blame you, fuck, who’d blame a five year old for that? But I could hear sirens moving closer all the while. I dragged you into an alley an pushed you up against a wall and looked you in the eyes. I said “Shut the fuck up kid.” An’ other things I’m not proud of. I told you we were goin’ somewhere safe, and you’d see your parents eventually. But we had to get to that safe place first.

I wish I could say I hadn’t done that before, or that I’d never do it again. But the fuckin’ truth of it is that the Hand deals with a lot of orphans. It’s part of the business. A lot of us have families, and when you fight a war, families die. Our escape was one of the easiest ones I’ve done. The worst is when you have t’ pull the kid away from his dead mother or father. Truth is, you had it kinda easy.

That’s the story, more or less. I got you back to the Door and managed to knock before Gammel tore my head off. I wish to hell an’ back that hadn’t been your first time in the Library. It’s glorious in there, and no one should ‘ave to run in, with hellhounds an’ worse on their heels.

I still go and visit your father sometimes, even though I shouldn’t. He’s a regular at a pub—no, I’m not gonna tell you where, you little masochist. Thinks I’m a construction worker. He’s doing better now, and he’s out of that shithole Detroit, so don’t go looking. Sometimes I think he almost recognizes me, but—well, that’s neither here nor there.



  
    Writing Prompts

  
    
      Wanderlust

      
Write about getting lost. Write about not being able to be find something, or trying not to. Write about walking and wandering and looking for yourself (or others).


    

  
    Give 'Em the Old Razzle Dazzle



"Bar? Bar, where are you? Barfrazzleton, get out here this instant, I need you." Hennington Hargrave, sorcerer supreme, narrowed his eyes as he looked around the room.

"It's Buttercup," said a little red devil. "Bar is… Bar's not here, sir."

"Not here? He's my familiar. He can't simply not be here."

"I'm your familiar, sir." The little red face looked up at him with mournful eyes.

"No, you aren't. I want…" Hargrave's brow furrowed. "Where am I? I have to be on stage soon. It's opening night, Bar. I'm sure the stage is around here somewhere, but I seem to have gotten lost. I haven't played this theater before, I don't think. Help me find the stage, will you?"

"Yes sir," the devil said.

"Thank you, Barfrazzleton. I'd be lost without you."

The little red creature guided him down the halls. It was half-familiar, but not quite. There were pictures of an old man everywhere. Hagrave stopped to look at one, and was surprised when it moved. He lifted his hand, and it moved with his. He laughed.

"Bar, look at this clever picture. It moves when I move. Did I make that?"

The familiar winced. Why did he have horns? Monkeys weren't supposed to have horns. Devils had horns. He'd thought about getting a devil familiar once, but he'd gone with a monkey instead. Good old Barfrazzleton. "Yes sir. Very clever. Now come on, it's time for your medicine."

"Medicine? But I have to get to the stage. Come now, the show must go on." Hargrave looked in vain for the gaslights. Or, no, they all used electric now. Safer, but it wasn't quite the same.

"Yes sir, but first, you have to take your medicine." The little devil tugged on his sleeve.

"Oh. Very well. But then to the stage. I mustn't keep the audience waiting. They've paid good money, you know. My shows are not cheap."

"Of course not, sir," the devil said solemnly.

"It's like I always say, Bar, a performer should never charge less than he's worth, and never give less than he charges."

"Very wise. Right here, sir." The little imp led him into a bathroom. It used a stool to clamber up on the sink, and then opened up a medicine cabinet. There were an awful lot of bottles.

It pulled out a little tray with columns of S M T W T F S and rows of Morn Noon Eve Bed on it. It carefully opened W Noon and pulled out a handful of pills. It picked up a glass from beside the sink and filled it with water. "Here, sir. Take your medicine now, then we can go to the stage."

Hargrave picked up the pills, then threw them to the floor. "What are you trying to do, poison me? I'm not a druggie! I'm clean! Where's Bar? I want Bar this instant!"

The little devil shut its eyes for a moment, then composed itself. "Bar will… Bar will be back soon. I need you to take your medicine first, though. Please."

"Medicine! How do I know it's not drugs? Or poison! You're working for Franz, aren't you? Tell that hack I won't play his game! I'm my own man, and I don't do that any more. I never liked it before he started using children, and I damn sure won't do it now."

"I don't work for Franz. This is… It's special pills. To help with anxiety. Before the show."

"Anxiety? I…" Hargrave stopped and paused. "Bar, these are my anxiety pills? Now look what you've done. You dropped them all over the floor, you silly monkey."

"I'm sorry, sir." The poor familiar sounded positively melancholy.

"Oh, it's all right," Hargrave said, feeling bad he'd been so hard on the poor monkey. His familiar always did his best, and never talked in front of the normals. He should be tolerant of a little spill. "I'll help you pick them up, and then we'll take the stage. What do you say?"

"Sounds… Sounds very good, sir."

"Oof. My back's terribly sore. It mast have been one hell of a night. Did you catch her name by any chance?" He gave the familiar a leer. Barfrazzleton was always so innocent. Hargrave couldn't help but poke a little fun.

"I'm afraid not, sir." Bar was obviously trying to play it cool, but he was so red, it was obvious he was embarrassed. Odd Hargrave could see it through his fur, but no matter.

"We'll knock them dead tonight. I've got some new tricks. There's one where I'll put a blanket over you and…"

"Turn me into a giraffe?" the familiar said.

"Oh. Have I told you about it already? I was sure I was going to surprise you. Yes, and they'll wonder about smoke, and mirrors, and never know it for the real thing. Hide in plain sight. That's the key." Hargrave swallowed the pills down and finished them with the water. "Gah. Terrible stuff. But I can't have any nerves tonight. I don't know if I've told you this before, but a performer should never charge less than he's worth, and never give less than he charges."

"Yes sir," Bar said. "This way, sir."

Hargrave smiled as the familiar led him on. He looked over at some of the old posters on the walls. Cairo, that was a good one. Budapest. He couldn't remember the performance in Munich, but he must have done well there. Someone had kissed the corner, leaving lipstick. He could just make out the preservation charm to keep it intact. It must have meant something to him, but he couldn't quite call it to mind at the moment.

As they walked through a room filled with books and comfortable chairs and places where liquor should have been, he stopped.

"Buttercup?" he said.

"Y-yes sir?"

"Why are we in the study?" he asked.

"Just… just taking a walk, sir."

"Oh. Well, that's good. I can use all the exercise I can stand at my age. I must have drifted there. I was thinking about Bar."

"Oh?"

"I miss him, you know. Barfrazzleton McGillicuddy, the monkey marvel. He was a great familiar."

"Yes sir," Buttercup said. She looked down.

"Oh, not that you aren't an excellent familiar too, Buttercup! Why… Honestly, I think I'd be lost without you."



  
    A Restless Wanderer On The Earth




Now



"A possible memory?" Bluebird frowned at the oblong glass shard in the Merchant’s hand. "Why would I pay so much for a possible memory?"

The Merchant smiled a little instead of replying. Bluebird found this Merchant was always a little exasperating; she always had this smug, detached attitude. But she still managed to be adorable. As adorable as one of Dark’s people could ever be, anyway.

"Two reasons," the Merchant said. "One, the age. You will find that the age of this possible memory is in the uncountable aeons."

"I'm not convinced," Bluebird said. "I've paid for many an ancient memory that contained nothing but unsurpassed dullness. And this is a possible memory. So it may be altered in any number of irritating ways.”

"Then the second reason." The Merchant smiled. "The one from whom this possible memory was acquired."

Bluebird folded zir arms to emphasize zir skepticism. "Who?"

The Merchant opened a small lamp and focused it until it emitted only a single ray of light, especially bright in the dim fog of the Shadow Market. She rubbed the shard and held it up to the ray of light. "Look and see."

Bluebird leaned over to look. Zir eyes widened as zie saw the images dancing through the murky glass.

"Yes," Bluebird said. "I will pay for this. I will pay whatever you ask, for this."




Then



The man found Cain ben Adam in the endless wildernesses of the between-places. The man was beautiful to look upon, with bronzed skin and shaggy black hair. His clothing was cut of animal skin, of fashions pleasing to the eye. But Cain was not pleased to see him.

The man knew his name.

"I am a priest," the man said. "A year ago, you passed through my village. I wished to follow you then, but I was held back by the others. Then the crop failed, and a plague swept through our village. Only I was able to save myself, and then, there were none to hold me back. I have searched for you since, and now I have finally found you."

Cain frowned. He tried to wander only those lands where the soil was wild and suffused with power enough to resist his curse, or else lands where the inhabitants knew how to refresh the lands which his curse had made barren.

When he needed to pass through civilization, he avoided the fields. He had long ago discovered that his curse had a limit — forty-eight cubits around him, or a length similar to twelve times his own height. Enough to judge with the naked eye.

But that did not account for the times he was not fully aware. Often, taken with wanderlust, sometimes not even fully awake, he would walk in a trance according to where his feet took him alone. After these periods, he could awake having destroyed the entire harvest for a village.

"I am truly sorry," Cain said.

The man looked astonished. "You are Cain, the Wanderer, father of the Lost Children and the Great Beasts. You are the god of death. The other gods, the lesser gods, could not save my village. I worshiped them once. I despise them, now. I come now to worship you."

"They were your family," Cain said. "Even if they were not, I cannot be pleased about bringing more death to those who did not deserve it."

"You are testing me, my lord." The man's teeth gleamed. "I promise you, I will not disappoint you. I will become your follower, and your priest!"

"Foolish," Cain said, and continued walking.

The man followed him.




In The Beginning



For long after the branding, Cain told himself that nothing had changed. His curse would not matter. He would make it not matter. He swallowed his sorrow and guilt and resolved to carry on.

He went to the land of Nod, the wandering land. There his curse could not touch the land, for it was too wild to even support crops, and the life there too resilient and alien.

Dwelling there seemed to calm the wanderlust that had suffused him since the branding. He would build a life in Nod, he determined, a settled, stable life, and it would be as if nothing had happened.

And Cain found, to his surprise, that he did not age. His metal parts did not rust nor decay, his skin did not wrinkle, his hair did not turn grey. His memory, though hazy when it came to his childhood and the time before the branding, now never faded in clarity. The only sign of his aging was when his brown eyes faded and shifted to become bright blue.

He was as invulnerable to the ravages of time as he was to the weapons of man. Truly, his curse was no curse at all.




Then



The man followed Cain through the wilderness, sustaining himself with his priest's arts. But, emotionally, he began to come undone.

"They deserved to die, all of them," he said. "Inanna was a whore. Aya was false. Belshunu beat me with sticks when I was young. And all of them refused to let me choose my own path. Chains of words, but chains nonetheless. We need you, they said. They needed to use me. Let them rot in their graves!"

Cain never answered.

"Why do you remain silent?" the man asked. His face was flushed with anger.

"I have said all there is to say," Cain said. "And you should not speak ill of the dead."

"Perhaps you are right," the man said. "Perhaps they did not deserve to die. Perhaps you are not a god at all."

Cain was silent, watching him clench and unclench his fists. The sun beat down overhead.

"If you are not a god, then you are a demon. And you deserve to die." He hefted his stout metal walking-stick. "We will see if the stories are true. Or perhaps I will put an end to you now!"

Cain stood still as the man came at him. He took the blow from the stick, and felt the pain, but was, as always, unmoved. His assailant toppled backwards and sat on the ground, stunned.

Cain looked at the man as he sat on the ground, looking up at him, gawking. Fortunately, the blow had not been well-struck. The man would suffer only aches and bruises, no broken bones.

"I am not a god," Cain said. "Perhaps I am a demon. But nonetheless, I cannot fall by your hand."

He returned to walking. After some time, the man got up and followed him.




In The Beginning



In the land of Nod, the more Cain settled, the more the mark on his forehead stirred. The wandering urge grew stronger in his breast, but he ignored it.

Instead, he erected more cities. The cities grew and prospered. His curse could not extend through the Ways that filled Nod. Therefore, he built his cities around Nexii of Ways. Those who lived in his cities traveled through these Ways to tend fields in Sumer proper, and in other lands just as fertile.

Still the urge to wander increased. And the nightmares came too, sometimes every night for months. He would wake up, sobbing, incoherent, inconsolable.

He remembered every variation of his sin that he had ever performed, past, present, and future. He remembered every possible color of his brother's blood. What have you done to me, the corpse of his brother would ask. What have you done.

He would be like this forever, he realized. Forever living with this sorrow and regret.

Cain became filled with a fury unquenchable. He raged against the heavens. This is your fault. Yours!

Nod was filled with abandoned works from the dead Ancient Ones. Weapons with which Cain, Friend of the Ancient Ones, was more than familiar. He built off these to create new weapons of war for humanity. He could not fully reanimate their dead works, but he created new ways of working metal to compensate. With the treasures he received in exchange for these weapons, he built more cities, larger cities, and once he had enough large cities, he began to raise armies.

He lead these armies in wars. He stood against monstrous enemies, and laughed as their weapons destroyed their wielders as they battered his body. Whole civilizations fell before him. After, he used his curse to defile their lands.

Yet he was still filled with misery. The more death he was responsible for, the more his misery grew, buttressed by the eternally perfect memory of everything he had done.




Then



Still the man followed Cain. Both his worshipfulness and his rage were past.

"I admit it," the man said. "I loved them. I did weep for their passing. I only tried to hide it because I wished to please you."

Cain was silent.

"You have powers beyond those of any mortal," the man said. "You can bring them back. All of them. It can return to the way it was."

"I cannot reverse death," Cain said. "My curse does not grant me such a boon. Would that it did."

"Surely you can. Surely you are testing me. What must I do to earn this favor?"

"I cannot bring them back," Cain said.

"It must be a small thing for one such as you," the man said. "Please."

"I cannot bring anyone back."

"I will travel the lands and bring you riches. My healer's powers can bring me much treasure in a great city. I can work and bring it all to you. I can be your manservant — no, your willing slave, to do with as you will. I can be your emissary, your herald, your priest. I will do anything."

"There is nothing that you or I can do."

"Please."

Cain was silent.




In The Beginning



Cain resolved to cease the shedding of blood.

He could not infuriate the heavens this way. Only disappoint them. But perhaps he could please the heavens instead. Perhaps, then, his curse would become more bearable.

He would become a patriarch like his father. He would do his father better. He would become what Abel could have been. He would build cities which would last for all time.

To be a true patriarch, he would need a family. Not a family of the Children borne of the blood he had spilled, nor the Lost Children who came after. No. He needed a family that would be acknowledged by those who hated him.

Nor could he begin a family with the men he loved; no, they would not do. He considered, briefly, the men who could bear him children, the ones thought women by the traditional patriarchs like his father. No, they would not do either; his father would see them as women who thought themselves men, and would pass judgment harshly. No, he would need an ordinary woman, one who was seen as a woman by all the people of the land, and a fertile woman who could bear children. And then likely other wives as well, of the same fashion.

The ease in which this was accomplished was surprising. Within only a few years, Cain had a wife, and a son. A son named Enoch. He named a city after this son.

His son had children. Their children had children. Cain's cities grew.

The wandering urge grew stronger. He began to suffer from tremors, shaking upon the earth, sometimes for days at a time. He began to sleepwalk, wandering far outside of his cities before waking in the dawn light and returning.




Then



The man still followed Cain. They trudged through snow and sleet in the in-between lands.

The man was silent, now, breaking silence only with occasional choking sobs. He had long ceased to eat and drink, using his healer's arts to mindlessly sustain himself. He hardly lifted his head, only putting one foot in front of the other, in Cain's footsteps.

They reached the cold shoals of the eternal sea, the sea called Never. Cain began work on building a boat.

The man could not help him in the boat-building, but Cain did not want the help; the techniques to create and forge this sort of metal boat were totally alien to this man. Cain had long experience with them; he had spent much time on the seas, where his curse had little effect.

When the boat was finished, the man boarded the boat with him. Cain did not object, only handed him an oar. They floated forth on the wintry sea.

The man muttered words between frozen tears. "I should have… I should have been a better son… a better husband… a better healer… a better human being…"

Cain was silent.

"I did it. I killed them. By abandoning them, I killed them as surely as if I had done it with my own two hands… I was the healer. They relied on me. I could have saved them, or at least some of them. But I left. If only I had stayed…"

They were on the sea for a long time.




In The Beginning



To stop his insensate wanderings, Cain had himself chained up in Enoch's palace. The wandering urge lessened and slowed, but became ever-present, a steady, horrible beat under his heart. His children and grandchildren tried to please him in his prison, but Cain found himself unable to feel almost anything. His days passed in an empty stupor, with neither pleasure or pain, beyond the ache on his forehead and in his chest.

The land of Nod changed and shifted. First one of Cain's cities was destroyed, then another. Cain found himself feeling that this, too, was a punishment from the Elohim, but he could hardly feel enough to care.

Then the end came for the city of Enoch, too. Cain was still in chains under the palace when it collapsed on his head.

He felt the pain, but did not die. Instead, he lived, trapped immobile deep in the rubble of the ancient city. Perhaps, he thought, he would be here forever. Perhaps this was his final punishment.




Then



When they reached the terrestrial planes again, and the boat ran aground on a new shore, the man looked up for the first time in a long while. The sun was rising. They watched it together.

There was a city on the horizon, suffused with golden light.

"This is where we part ways," Cain said. "I will not go to the sun-city today. But you should."

"What will I do?" the man asked.

"You have mourned your family," Cain said. "Lay them to rest. Build shrines in their honor. And find another people. Heal others, as you did not heal your village. In this way, you can begin to atone."

"I will," the man said.

The man walked towards the city. Cain watched him until his form dwindled away.




In The Beginning



Cain's children came to him, under the earth. They whispered things to him. Secrets. Prophecies. For a long time, he ignored them.

And then he began to listen.

After some time his children came, silently, to unearth and free him. A great many of the Lost Children came, even the First, the High Golem.

As he picked his way through the rubble of his former life, he found that his human family was long dead. His cities were gone, only ruins left, swallowed by the lush and roiling wilderness of the wandering land of Nod.

The Lost Children told Cain the paths he needed to follow. He listened.

He would accept his curse. He would wander the worlds, until he found all the possible ways to atone for his sins. If peace for him was still possible, then this was how he would find peace.

Cain followed the paths, embracing the wanderlust, stepping into the wider world.




Now



Bluebird left the Shadow Market, zir eyes wide and head held high, the possible memory in glass tucked in zir long coat.

Zie opened a Way to another world, and stepped through.



  
    Topinambour




17:3 So he carried me away in the spirit into the wilderness: and I saw a woman sit upon a scarlet coloured beast, full of names of blasphemy, having seven heads and ten horns.

17:4 And the woman was arrayed in purple and scarlet colour, and decked with gold and precious stones and pearls, having a golden cup in her hand full of abominations and filthiness of her fornication:

17:5 And upon her forehead was a name written, MYSTERY, BABYLON THE GREAT, THE MOTHER OF HARLOTS AND ABOMINATIONS OF THE EARTH.



When the gatekeeper stared at her filth-smeared face, she knew she would not be granted passage. Not without prices she was unable to pay.

“So,” he said, his voice jagged like a saw, “you think this gives you right to enter my City.” He still clutched her medallion in front of him. Dirt from his fingertips stained the white metal. She shuddered at the sight and looked away. To respond would grant this small man another victory. She would not debase herself so.

Sneering, he continued. “This is not a place for you. Perhaps in many years, when I have left my post and the Words of our King have been forgotten, this will allow you through these walls.” He flicked the medallion forward. It spun in the air and landed half-buried in the mud. “Come back with proper coinage.”

Like a snake she struck, whipping the knife forward, slicing through his throat. He gurgled, frothing grey blood pouring from the wound, took a step forward, then another, then fell. She knelt to pick up the medallion, restrung it around her neck, and stepped through the crumbling walls into the City.



When she entered the store, the shopkeeper opened his mouth to tell her to leave. When he saw the medal at her neck, he fell to his knees.

“O Mother,” he cried, head bowed, “O Mother, I am not worthy. This City is not worthy. Please Mother, leave this place, so you are tainted no more by our presence. I beg of you, Mother.”

She knelt beside him and placed a hand upon his cheek.

“My child,” she said, “Do you not see? You have remained faithful, and that makes you more worthy than all the rest.”

He wept, and nodded, and did not lift his forehead from the floor. “O mother, thank you, thank you. What is it you would have your son do?”

And the corners of her lips twisted to a smile. “Child,” she said, “we will make this City ours.”



She stood with her only son, watching from the rooftop and men fought and screamed and died below. Steel and bronze ripped muscle apart, skulls buckled under knotted clubs, arrows pierced unarmored flesh, until the pavement was invisible under the bodies and blood and gore. Still the men fought on, two armies surging against each other like a bloody hurricane. It brought her joy to see.

“You have done well, to find me such skilled warriors,” she said.

Her son bowed his head. “Mother, I regret that this was all I could accomplish. We should have won this battle handedly.”

“Winning is enough,” she said, as her men beat back the enemy. Soon we will crush them, but until then they will feel our sting.” Many men tried to turn and run from her soldiers’ advance. Her archers put arrows into their backs as her army continued to march forward.

Later, she stood among the bodies, one of her captains approached her.

“Mistress,” he said, kneeling. “We have captured over a hundred enemy soldiers. Twenty Warlocks, thirty Twisted Men, and fifty Silverhearts. What would you have us do with the prisoners?”

She touched the medallion at her neck. Even after all these months, after being cleansed a hundred times, she could still feel the gatekeeper’s touch upon it.

“Kill them all.”



And when she had finally salted the streets with blood, and burned buildings to ash, and torn her enemies from their thrones, and butchered every man, woman, and child who opposed her, the city was a better place. She sent workers to rebuild, and when they were finished, the houses were better than before. She sent soldiers to patrol the walls, and no one dared invade her kingdom again. She opened the gates for the poor, and hungry, and sick. All were welcome in the streets of her City, for all were her children.

And it was not enough.

There were other cities, she knew. Lesser ones, though with great potential. She could almost taste them on the wind. And now, she had armies.

It was time to march.



The knotted serpent came in a dream, its black and white scales shimmering in the wasteland of her mindscape, twisting around her like a noose and whispering its dark language in her ear.

What have you done here, sister?

Are you here to pass judgement on me, brother?

The serpent grinned, the type of smile that could devour worlds.

Sister, if anyone could judge you it would not be I. But your work strikes me as peculiar.

Its coils tightened around her, and she could feel the snake’s heart beat against her skin, and the heat of the fire it carried.

You do realize, Babylon is gone? Are you that desperate for what you have lost, that you will run so far for naught but an imitation, that you will pretend to be someone so much greater than yourself?

The tip of its tail brushed against the white medal.

That you still carry mother’s gift with you?

She gritted her teeth and wished she could hurt him.

You know exactly how desperate I am.

The serpent cackled, and unwound itself from her.

Indeed I do, sister, and it brings me great joy. I hope your actions bring you the same, though I doubt it. Maybe one day when this is over you will join me below, for we have much to discuss.

And she awoke in sweat, and pounded her fists against the floor and cried out at the wind for the injustices spoken to her. But when the sun rose it was over, and she had work to attend.



  
    Dee Equals Are Tee



The rope burns on my hands are making it harder and harder to hold on, to keep myself from falling off the edge of this cliff and quickly, inevitably, plunging to the rocks below. It makes me start to calculate things in my head to try and keep my mind from thinking of the pain. 'Dee equals are tee,' flicks through my head, but I'm not entirely sure what that means until I imagine it written out.

I'm at least three hundred feet up, and I think that things fall at the same speed. A rock near my foot pops free and tumbles down the side of the cliff. I count. One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine…

Clack.

So, if D = RT, then three hundred divided by nine seconds, is thirty-three, repeating. I'll hit the ground at thirty-three miles a second? Is that right? That will almost certainly kill m— Wait. No. That's not right. That's assuming constant speed, but I'll be accelerating. God damn it, I wish I had paid more attention in physics…

I feel the wetness of blood trickling over my palms, and I find myself staring up the side of the cliff. Another thirty or forty feet. I can do this. I'm almost certain I can get up there. And once I do? Well, I've got food on my back for at least two more days. Someone can come looking for me. Flare gun. I'll be alive, and they can rescue me.

I remove one hand, and I put it above the other, gripping again and breathing in sharply at the pain. I added another foot to my rate-of-death calculation, and pulled myself upward, my body protesting every movement.

I weigh around two-twenty, and my gear — the stuff I absolutely have to have — weighs around thirty pounds. Pitons, rope, bag, shoes. Not the gloves though. I left those at home. Because I'm an idiot. As I start to climb, I begin to calculate my total weight. The pocket knife in my pocket is a few ounces, and the tin cans of tuna and beans in my backpack are a few more. Next time, I'll use plastic pouches, since those are lighter.

If I could take off my pack and sort through it, hanging in the air and floating safely, I would be more systematic, but since I can't, I have to make do.

I must weigh at least fifty pounds more than normal, give or take. Fifty pounds, and two-twenty, so two-seventy. I'm pulling two hundred and seventy pounds up the cliff, half a foot each gain, trying to make thirty-five — let's average — feet. I can do that. I was benching plenty last week. I can't remember how much, but the personal trainer said it was plenty.

Fuck. The footholds are too far apart… I can either try and go back down, which is how I got into this mess in the first place, or I can try to power through it the rest of the way. How much would it take to get there? Pulling force…

I don't know. I can't keep my mind occupied anymore. Fifteen, maybe twenty, feet, and I have to power it. Shame the gym coach isn't here.

I never got high marks in math…



  
    It's Good To Be Awake Again



Franklin worked every single day of the week, even on Tuesdays.

You know that was a bitch. He never complained, even when things didn’t go according to routine. For example, today his shoes didn’t fit anymore. Franklin hadn’t grown for years, but it didn’t matter. They wouldn’t go on his feet, no matter what. In the end, the only footwear he owned that would fit turned out to be his loafers. They would have to do.

The seven o’ clock was late again. Franklin didn’t mind. It gave him more time to think. Thinking was one of Franklin’s preferred activities. Sometimes, he thought about where the train might be. Perhaps, mayhap, in possibility, it had derailed again. The train hadn’t actually ever derailed, even on the day back those months ago, when it seemed certain that it had, for how else would a train run two hours late? Of course, it hadn’t been so. The train operator’s wife had run off with another woman, and the operator had offed himself in the engine compartment. A nasty business, they hadn’t cleared him out of the various nooks and crannies until the sun was over the home for the grannies.

The truth was much more of a fanciful tale than the simple derailment Franklin always postulated to himself. The train dropped him off at a grey station, with columns of marble and pillars exalting the workingman to do his duty. The color of infinity, otherwise known as black, speckled the otherwise featureless floor. Once, Franklin had seen a man selling a newspaper, but he hadn’t been there the next day. On the street, it felt like rain. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky, and the ground was as bare as could be, but the day just gave him that peculiar feeling. It persisted in spite of his brain’s assurances that there was no rain, and in fact, there had not been a rainstorm for quite some time.

Turning around the boulevard, Franklin pulled his cap down over his eyes. With a not-quite-white coat, and crummy loafers, nice pair of slacks, and a briefcase, he was doing a very impressive impression of being just like everybody else.

The workplace approached him. He pushed open the great marble doors, and stuffed himself inside. A doorman greeted him just inside the door. “Morning, Mister Stauffer. Looks like somebody’s running late again.”

Franklin muttered something that, in his mind, he hoped sounded obscene, but in reality just came out as illegible. As he did so, he turned his head so as not to accidentally make eye contact with the doorman, and as he did so, he saw it.

A cat.

It strutted past him, tail swishing proudly in the air, brushing past his leg before slipping out the door and back out onto the street. Franklin blinked. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen a tame animal, let alone a kitty cat. Without pausing to explain himself, he set his briefcase down upon the ground, and set off after the beast. The moment he stepped outside, something peculiar happened. Franklin’s loafers, which had previously enjoyed the luxury of being fixated on the earth, looked for the ground and missed. Before he knew it, Franklin found himself several feet above the surface, and gaining.

Franklin pondered this development. A few seconds ago, he might’ve flown into a panicked, but now the only thought that rushed through his head was “Gosh, I wonder if I’ll be able to spot that cat from up here?” A few feet later, he’d developed a nice, lazy drift heavenwards, high enough that he could peer into the window offices coveted by many and owned by few. The first one, on the second floor, wasn’t particularly interesting. Just a man wearing a suit much like Franklin’s, sitting and staring at the corner office’s front (and only) door.

The lucky officeholder apparently didn’t have the presence of mind turn to notice Franklin, not even once.

He must be enjoying himself, to have the space all to himself. I’m sure I’d bask in the importantness of it all too, if I were him. That was Franklin’s first thought. He changed his mind, though, when offices three through nineteen had men of much the same caliber doing much ado about nothing. The man in the twentieth office wasn’t wearing any pants. But aside from that, he wasn’t any different from the rest.

It was at this point that Franklin began to grow concerned. The ground was an awfully far way down, and he was running out of floors to peruse. There was absolutely no way he’d be able to see the cat from all the way up here. So, he tried to swim down. Franklin had never been a terribly strong swimmer, even when he was in water, so of course his first attempt to try and swim his way through the air ended in disaster. He squirmed and squatted and generally made a fool of himself, karate-chopping his way through nothingness to no avail.

This kept up for a solid eighteen seconds, until a slightly scratchy, somewhat light and most definitely feminine voice spoke up from behind him.

“You’re never going to get anywhere if you keep that up, you silly man.”

Twisting his head around, Franklin noticed two things. For one, they’d cleared the crest of the building, now he was well past the top and the cloud line looked an awful lot closer than he remembered. Secondly, the cat was floating, too. It looked like a tabby, or maybe a Calico. About the only thing Franklin had decided was that he didn’t know the first thing about the breeds, or species, or whatever you call it with cats, when it spoke up again.

“Are you quite alright, Franklin?”

Franklin narrowed his brow. “How on earth do you know my name?”

It did a little loop-de-loop, after which it swept around Franklin and met him face to face. “We’re not on Earth, silly. And that’s your opening gambit? Not the reasonable thing, like denying my existence, or pleading. Accusations. Very good way to get things off the ground.”

Franklin crossed his arms. “I don’t appreciate the tone. This is all very new to me. I’m sure you’re jaded, being a magical flying rodent.”

“I resent that!” declared the cat. “I am not a rodent. But if it makes you more comfortable, I’ll give you a name you can call me.”

“And what would that be?” asked Franklin, glancing down nonchalantly to watch his office disappear beneath the clouds.

“Renmar, of the cats,” said Renmar of the cats. “At your service, Franklin Stauffer.”

“Well, I appreciate that, but I don’t really need any sort of services right now. Unless you know how to get down.” Franklin looked down at the indescribable specks he called home, and then checked his watch. “I was already running late for work before all this happened. I’ll be lucky if I’m not fired.”

“About that…” Renmar sucked in some air, and shrugged, her arms bending at impossibly human angles. “This is actually sort of a one-way trip.”

Franklin frowned loudly.

“Don’t be mad!” cried Renmar. “I promise it isn’t so bad. Was what you’d already planned to do today really more interesting than this?”

“Well… not particularly,” Franklin admitted, before jabbing an accusing finger in Renmar’s general direction. “But it was a lot safer. I’m fairly certain we’re going to be running out of air here at some point, and god help us if this… whatever it is, stops, or what-have-you.”

Renmar cackled. “I like you! You’ve got your priorities in order, but you’re not a big pussy about it.”

“That isn’t a satisfactory explanation,” grumbled Franklin, as he glanced downwards again.

As he did, his hat slipped off, and slowly sailed down, down, down, and out of sight. Franklin watched it go.

“I liked that hat.”

“Sorry.”

“You promised this wouldn’t be bad. What’s ahead, other than suffocating to death in space?”

Renmar grinned, in a way that only a cat could. “Wouldn’t that be a great thing to put on a tombstone, though? Here lies Franklin Stauffer, he floated up into space and died, currently orbiting the earth.”

Franklin was not amused. He folded his arms, and his eyes shot metaphorical daggers towards Renmar. “I’m quite alright.”

“Fiiiiiiiine.” Renmar’s tail swished and slashed, lazily, as cats tend to do. The clouds began forming around, and around, and above and below and to the sides, until a dome of the stuff surrounded them completely and totally.

Franklin couldn’t see a thing. He groped his hands around in the foggy mess, struggling to lay an eye on Renmar. “Renmar? Where did you go?”

For a moment, there was nothing.

Then, a soft hand, a human hand, was laid upon Franklin’s cheek.

“I’m right here.”

As swiftly as it had come, the smoke blasted away, leaving nothing but the stars and the blue marble below them.

“Renmar?” Franklin looked at someone whom was most definitely not a cat. There was a woman, with hair down to her ankles, smiling at him four and a half inches from his face and his face alone.

“I like you, Mister Stauffer.”

Franklin’s heart skipped a beat.

“I like that you like me. But I don’t think you’re real.”

She rolled her eyes, and then draped her arms around him. “Then you better kiss me quick, before you find out for sure.”

Franklin couldn’t argue with that logic. And as he wrapped his arms around her, his eyes closed and the darkness turned to light, there was only one thought running through his head.

It’s good to be alive.



  
    Everyone Should Read This For Information!

Hey, guys.

We're aware that the library is stagnating, and we're wanting to do something to pep it up. Rather than tell you to read awesome pages that already exist, we're going to work to help you all make more awesome pages of your own!

We're going to be doing a Front Page Prompt every so often (speed of change depends on you guys). And we're going to link them all from the front page automatically. Your writing for the prompt is automatically featured. :) This qualifies as its own kind of writing (prompt-response, in the tags) or you can stick it in one of the books/archive if it fits. Your call.

We hope you enjoy this change over! And we look forward to reading more of your writing. Thanks!

-TroyL, The Silent Administrator



  
    
      Space Witch

      
How does magic function in space? How can a witch be expected to mix a potion by the light of the moon when in deep space? How does a warlock living in an asteroid belt perform a ritual at night? Write a story about a magic user in space and how they do or don't deal with these and other issues.


    

  
    Icarus



Rykas, the Grey Sun-Dragon, soared through the space between stars. Its leather wings propelled it hundreds of thousands of miles with each flap, sending waves of cosmic dust towards the planets in its wake. Once, it and its brood-mates had ruled these cosmos, descending on planets in storms of fire and fang, leaving naught but scorched ground and bones. It had gorged itself on the magma center of worlds, slept on the surface of suns, done battle against entire species and emerged with not a scale chipped.

Now, it was a slave to the creatures that called themselves Man. 600 years ago they had come, riding the backs of birds and drakes, protected from the crushing nothing of space by their magic. At first they burned like every other beast that tried to challenge it. They fell before it by the thousands, wave after wave incinerated in its wake, reduced to ash and melted steel. But no matter how many perished, they always came back. And no matter how far the dragon flew, they always followed.

They had laid a trap. Behind the Bleeding Nebula they had hid. When it passed they spilled forth, tens of thousands of them, descending upon the beast with steel and magic, giving it no path to escape. They bound it with spells, paralyzing its wings and jaws. They cracked its scale and swarmed across its skin. A group of seven emerged from the others, racing up the dragon’s skull (oh, it could still remember the feel of those feet beating against its forehead), piercing it with a steel bolt. From that point on, it was theirs, forced to obey any command, its body torn from its will.

But that had not been enough. They set to work, using spells to keep it alive as they hollowed out its body. Veins, organs, bones, all were removed, until only the framework of the dragon remained, sustained by their foul process. And in their place, they erected a city. It could feel it now. Millions of feet trampling within it, the water and waste that carpeted its insides, the weight of their enormous brick buildings, their industry churning within like a parasite.

It was in the inner spine of this beast, a ridged path 3 miles wide and almost 100 long from neck to tail, that the Caster’s Yard was located. It was where Daeus Flynn had lived and learned for the past 20 years, and where he was about to leave forever.



Compared to the housing when he’d first begun his instruction, the “outgoing” rooms were luxury suites. They had kitchens, lounges, furniture, plumbing/water/lights you didn’t have to produce for yourself and most importantly, privacy. He’d spent nineteen years under constant eye, every move tracked, reported, and recorded. It took him months of living alone to stop checking over his shoulder, stop throwing a veil over every spell and rite. Still, the room was not entirely his own. There were still inspections, still rules he had to obey, contraband he was denied access to. No matter how secluded it might feel there was the whispering knowledge that he belonged to the Yard.

Today that changed. Today, he would leave this place to become his own wizard. Twenty years had taken him to this point. Every spell cast, every report written and test taken had been to prepare for the moment before him. Success would mean his own Drake-Ship, and the title of Caster that came with it. Failure would mean… but no, he could not fail. That was not how this would end.

A rapping on the door brought him from his thoughts. Mikhail stood on the other side, gorgeous as ever, wearing the customary Yard Blue outfit of the senior class. His curly brown hair had recently been trimmed, and the blue-ink lines branching from his eyes glowed more brilliantly than Daeus had seen before. The only blemish on that perfect face was the scowl etched across it.

“What the fuck?” he said.

“Wow, it’s so good to see you too,” said Daeus, trying to suppress a grin.

“Don’t give me that shit,” said Mikhail. He shouldered his way past Daeus and turned back to face him, arms crossed. “You didn’t tell me you were doing this.”

“I’m sure you’re about to show me what a bad idea that was.” He wasn’t surprised at how quickly word had gotten around. Among the Yard, gossip-mongering stood somewhere between pointless duels and exotic new intoxicants in terms of favored activities. “Look, I’ve heard the same thing from three people today. Don’t bother.”

“What the hell is wrong with you?” Mikhail paced back and forth, running his fingers through his locks, fingers raking at the scalp. It wasn’t a bad look. “Why could you possibly think this is a good idea?”

There it was. Daeus sighed. He’d thought maybe Mikhail would have something different to say. It was a stupid thing to think. “You don’t think I could do it.”

“I don’t think you should try.” He stopped pacing and stepped so close that Daeus could feel the breath coming from his lips. “Nobody else is doing this. Nobody ever does this. Just do your Path with me. Nobody is going to think less of you if you change your mind.” He was trying to sound forceful, but there were cracks at the edges of his voice.

“I don’t care what they’re doing,” Daeus said through gritted teeth. “If I was them, I wouldn’t be doing this, and if I was you I wouldn’t be doing this because I’d be too scared to try. Now do you have anything actually worthwhile to yell, or are you going to keep wasting both of our time?”

“Dammit, Daeus!” Mikhail yelled. He stepped back throwing his arms up. “What the fuck did you expect me to do? Did you think I was just going to stand back and watch you fucking kill yourself? I have supported you every. Step. Of. The. Way.” He punctuated each word by pounding the side of his fist against his open palm. “I’m scared? At least I’m letting myself give a shit!”

Daeus was trying very, very hard not to yell. “If you’re giving a shit about anything, Mikhail, it’s not me. I am doing this, tonight. I would like,” he said the word like spitting arsenic, “for you to be there when I do. And if you’re not, well… at least I’ll know how much you really cared.”

Mikhail glared at him, eyes wide, nostrils flared, lips together so thin they almost disappeared. The silence seemed to become a solid thing between them, filling the room like smoke. Finally, he opened his mouth. “You’re going to regret this. If you survive, you’re going to regret this.” He flung the door open and stalked out.

Daeus stood motionless before returning to his bed and opening his book of rites.



He’d been twelve the first time he left the Sun-Dragon. He, Mikhail, and fifty others had been selected to visit Payminn’s Spear for “educational purposes”. In Yard-speak, that usually meant “we’re nearing a prime opportunity to fuck with these children and it would a damn shame to pass it up”.

Stepping out of the Drake-Ship and onto the planet’s surface was like being dunked into a pail of ice-water. None of them were dressed for the cold- giving them any sort of warning would go against strict Yard policy- and fifty children began going through the components they had on hand, muttering strings of Aetherspeak and trying to spark a heating rite. A few of them even succeeded. The rest were left to huddle as close as possible, shivering as they struggled for every degree of warmth.

“Now,” said Professor Selkin. She was a tall, broad woman with short black hair that couldn’t have been natural and skin that hung from her body like willow leaves. A circle of warmth extended from her five meters in every direction; any child who touched it would be banned from the dining halls for a week. “Who here has heard of Payminn’s Spear before?”

Ten children raised their hands, including Mikhail. Professor Selking made a tsking noise. Daeus knew she would be making note of any child who didn’t, or who lied in doing so, and gulped.

“It’s shameful,” she said, “that so little of you would-be casters even know the most basic history of our clan.” Jabbing a finger at one child whose hand was up, a mousy blonde girl named Ishna, she continued, “You. What is the importance of the Spear?”

Ishna stared at the ground as she spoke. “It- it was where the second major battle of the Caster-Artificer war was fought, ma’am. A lot of really great casters died here.”

Professor Selkin nodded. “I’m glad not all of you are completely worthless.” She turned, sweeping her hand in arc across the vast landscape in front of them. “100,000 men, women, and others fought and died on these plains. The battle lasted almost two months.” She spat. “How many of you could even go two weeks without the luxuries we afford you? Do you see this dust in the air? The battle was almost 400 years ago, but still the residue of their rites remains. Who here could claim such ability?” Beginning to pace, she skewered the air with a finger as she spoke.

“I look before me, and what do I see? The future casters who will carry on our legacy? Names who will be carved into the legends of the universe? No. I see scared children, incapable of surviving in the mildest environments. We as instructors have given every effort to try to prepare you to inherent legacies such as the Spear. You have tried even harder to ignore them. Today, we will remedy this.”

Daeus stared past her. The plain where they stood stretched in miles for every direction, but on the edge of the horizon ran hundreds of ridges that must have been mountains. He had never seen mountains before. They looked shattered, as if they had been cracked by some great rite in the middle of battle. Plumes of black smoke rose from many, dissipating into the sky. What power, to be able to warp the landscape in such a way. To tear the very fabric of a planet- he doubted even the professors were capable of that. He looked up, at the dust swirling in the wind currents around them. Dozens of colors danced in the air, the remains of aether forever locked into the material realm. It carpeted the land around them like paints poured across the rock.

He shivered, this time not from the cold. The Caster-Artificer war was a legend among the school. Everything they practiced came from it in one way or another. Students told stories of the people who fought. Ariss, who resurrected an extinct race to fight against the mechanical hordes. Poln using the core of a star as fuel for the war’s final spell. Kyrvyx making his last stand at the edge of the Frozen Woods, calling rites that would completely reshape the planet he was on. At the time, it all seemed like myths. Stories exaggerated to boast of the Casters’ prowess. But here, standing in the center of it, it felt real. He could feel the energy thrumming in the air. Here, such skill seemed almost attainable.

Professor Selkin splayed a hand at the horizon. “Those mountains are 60 miles away, and don’t think the path will be free of obstacles. The Drake-Ship waiting there will leave in exactly two days. I expect to see all of you on it.” She raised her hand, said a word, and vanished, transforming into brilliant blue streaking towards the mountain range. The students scrambled to work, pooling their components, organizing into groups, appointing leaders as they had trained a hundred times. Only Daeus lingered, still staring at the sky and dust.



The walk to the Pathways was the unofficial pre-test. The mile-long journey from the dormitories to the testing hall was the final gut-check, one last chance to turn around and wait to test another day. Many times Daeus had seen his peers depart for their Path only to return within the hour, heads low, unable to even begin.

The hall ran through the vertebrae itself. It had been carved out of the bone soon after the foundation of the Yard. In those beginning days, the hall and the Path were the same- it was inlaid with rites and traps that would butcher any fledgling caster who misstepped through it. Eventually, as the Yard grew, they decided a more nuanced testing process was needed and moved the testing grounds. The halls remained as a reminder of the past.

At some point, hundreds of years ago, an especially proud (or frightened) caster-to-be had carved her name into the wall. Another coming through had seen the mark, and accompanied it with his name. Soon, the hall was filled with scrawls of a dozen hands, a chiseled maze of names, drawings, boasts, sayings and filthy rhymes growing with each student who passed through.

Daeus had found a small empty space in the middle on which to carve his name, near the top of the rounded hall. Many students spent days beforehand agonizing over what to write. It had become something of a competition to try to one-up your fellow graduates in some way, from elaborateness of the drawing to cleverness of the phrase. He didn’t see much point to the matter. Small games played by small casters who would never amount to much in the universe. He stepped through the hall’s exit and into the testing ways.

The doors creaked shut behind him as he gaped at the room. No non-testing caster was allowed into the ways under any circumstances, and rumors abounded about what they might contain. Every student had their own theory, and Daeus had always pictured it as a massive, solemn room, dedicated to the history of the Yard as it prepared its future.

He had never imagined it as a featureless stone room so small the three people inside had to step aside when he opened the door. The only light was a student-cast rite hanging in the air. A puddle of water had formed in the corner of the floor. Where was water even coming from? They were in the middle of a dragon’s spine. At the other end of the room was a small stone door.

“You all look comfortable,” he said to the assembled group. Two of them he recognized- Lelouch had been one of the leaders during the Paymin’s Spear trek, a tall, stocky man with short black hair. Krissa was a plump, tan woman with ashen hair and a tendency away from speaking. The last was a short blonde woman he had never seen before.

“Daeus,” said Lelouch, nodding, “I’d heard you would be testing today.”

“Well, I’m glad I could meet expectations,” he said. “Is this everyone?”

Lelouch shrugged. “No idea. No one’s told us anything since we got here. I’m starting to think the test is just figuring out what the hell we’re supposed to do.”

“Maybe they want to see how long we’ll wait here,” said Daeus.

“Don’t be inane,” said the blonde woman. “This is supposed to be the final test of our casting abilities. What could locking us in a dungeon have anything to do with that?”

Daues stared at the woman. She looked a bit older than the others. Probably from a class a few years ahead who had decided to wait rather than risk failure on her first opportunity for testing. “Maybe they’re expecting us to think that.”

She rolled her eyes and didn’t respond.

“Come on,” said Lelouch, stepping forward. “We haven’t even been here an hour, let’s try to stay off each other’s throats.” He waved a hand at the woman. “Daues, this is Reyna. Reyna, meet Daues. I’m sure you’ll get along great once you pull your heads out of your asses.”

The woman scowled. Daeus joined her. “Whatever. I’m assuming you guys have all cast detection rites?”

Lelouch nodded. He stood in the center of the room with his arms crossed. “There’s nothing. No rites, no passages leading out, unless they put something in way beyond any of us, which seems… unlikely.”

“Well,” said Daeus, “have you tried that door?”

Reyna sighed and rolled her eyes. Lelouch motioned towards it. “You’re welcome to give it a shot.”

Daeus stepped towards the door, examining the stonework. It was a bit shorter than him, carved from white rock that was nothing like the surrounding room. Elaborate etchings covered the surface, showing casters and inhuman beasts doing battle in a field of stars. There was no handle. He pressed against it with a hand. It didn’t budge. He threw his shoulder against it, grunting as he forced it forward. His feet skidded on the wet rock. He threw a hand out, stabilizing his fall. “Okay, so probably not a great idea.”

“You really thought we wouldn’t have tried that?” said Reyna.

Before Daeus could rebut, a grinding sound cut him off. Turning, he saw the door sliding open. A short caster who on first glance could have been mistaken for a corpse stood in the entrance. “Excellent,” he said with a voice like chains dragging across granite, “everyone has arrived. This way, please.” Without waiting for a reply, he turned and began to skulk away. The four looked at each other and rushed after.



It was his sixteenth birthday. To mark this most stupendous occasion, the Yard had given him three days of leave to travel the dragon as he pleased. Mikhail had found a way to sneak out and the two of them spent the first 48 hours in awe of the surrounding city. They had rented a small hotel room using the money they had been saving for years, where they now slept. At least, Mikhail did. Daeus lay next to him, thinking. After several hours with no results he got up, slipped on his clothes, and ventured into the city night.

He wandered through the streets, unsure of where he was going, knowing in the back of his mind that he would be completely lost on his way back but not caring. The city was a beautiful place, nothing like the claustrophobia of the Yard (something he hadn’t even realized was there until he ventured out). It was a roaring blend of things, sights and noise and smells coming together in a way that threatened to overwhelm, but also felt safer than he had ever been before. One noise drifted up from all the rest- a chiming coming from the left. Intrigued, he followed it between two buildings, and saw a silver glow at the end of the alley.

Pushing his way through, he emerged into a clearing among the buildings. In the center was a lake, still and dark. Kneeling a the edge, staring in the shrouded waters, was a god.

It had the shape of the human in the same way that a lion had the shape of a house cat. Taller than him even while kneeling, its skin glowed with silver light. Golden vines sprouted from its back, pouring over its feet and the surrounding ground. The toes on its feet were long and webbed. A thin tail grew out from it, flicking back and forth. He blinked. When his eyes opened, the god and the lake were gone.

“can I help you?” said a voice like bells behind him.

He turned. The god was standing in the alley, staring at him with green, featureless eyes.

“I- I-,” he said. Gods were fickle beings, and not prone to sympathy. “I’m sorry! I didn’t know you were here! I’ll leave right now, I promise!”

The god tilted its head to the side. “why would i care if you left or not?”

“Why?” Daeus repeated. It was getting hard to breath. His heart felt like a drum inside of his chest.

“do not be afraid. be calm.” The god reached out and laid a hand against his forehead. As soon as it touched him, he felt the panic begin to dissolve. Then disbelief set in. A god? How could he have stumbled upon a god, just randomly walking the city? That was the kind of thing that only happened in stories. Maybe it was a trick of some kind. Maybe it was a dream. But he could feel it. It wasn’t a dream. It wasn’t a trick.

He swallowed. “Where… where are you from?”

The god seemed to stare through him, beyond him. “where? no from. i am.” Its hand, raised in front of it, twisted, growing and splitting into dozens of crystalline, translucent branches. “pretty?”

“Uh… yes. Yes, it’s very pretty?” What else could he say?

The god smiled. Something seemed to be moving in the shadows of its mouth. It reached up and plucked the tip off one of the crystals. Drawing a loop in the air, a metal chain appeared in a puff of aether, hooked to the crystal. It handed the necklace to Daeus. “you wear?”

There’s no way this could actually be happening. “You bet I’ll wear it. I can just have it?”

The god nodded. “its pretty.”

He stared at the necklace. It felt heavier than it should be, and icy cold except for the crystal, which radiated heat. “I can’t believe this is-” he looked up, but the diety was gone.



The hallway they entered was completely different than the original. It was shorter, carved out of the same smooth stone as the room they had just left, the sides lined with torches. Halfway up each wall a thin, horizontal groove was carved, glowing slightly.

“Quite an interesting group we have today,” said the man as he shambled along. The other four had to make an effort not to pass him. “Quite interesting indeed. The other instructors are extremely curious to see the Paths you're given.” The comment didn’t seem directed to anyone in particular. The group walked on, unsure of how to reply.

As they walked, Daeus became aware that Krissa was keeping pace next to him. “Feeling nervous?” he asked. She shook her head. “That’s good. You always were one of the best in our class.”

They continued to walk in silence before, several minutes later, she spoke. “I heard about what you’re doing.”

“Oh. Yeah.” He hooked his thumbs in the pockets of his trousers, glancing up at the ceiling. “You gonna tell me not to do it?”

“No,” she said. Her gaze remained firmly on the ground as she spoke. “I just would like to know why.”

Daeus hesitated. The question had been asked before, of course, but always in the context of trying to dissuade him from it, as if the asker could prove his reasons weren’t good enough. “It’s hard to explain,” he said.

“Hm,” she said.

“You haven’t thought at all about doing it?” he asked. “Someone as good as you?”

She brushed aside a loose stone with her foot. “Not all too seriously. What would you do if you succeed?”

A question he’d been asked a few times, but not often. “Well, I think it’d be cool to join a scouting expedition, explore the edges of the galaxy and all that. A Yard Seal would help a lot to get approved to join one.”

“True,” she said, “but it’s not the only way.”

He scowled. “You are trying to convince me not to do it.”

“I assure you I’m not.” She cocked her head to the side, looking up at him for the first time since he’d entered the room. “What do you think would happen if you didn’t do it?”

“Then I’d be a pretty piss poor excuse for a caster,” he said. “Look, can we not talk about this?”

She shrugged. “If you’d prefer.”

“Now now, young hopefuls,” said the corpse-man from ahead. “No time for chit chatting. We’re almost there, see?” He splayed his hands in front of him, and light raced from his fingertips. It swirled in front of him, suffusing the room with light. Lelouch gasped. Daeus felt his body stiffen.

The room they were in was a massive dome, stretching hundreds of meters in every direction. The ceiling was red and wet. It grew and shrunk as they watched, sending wisps of wind throughout the room. The light the man had cast continued to spiral upward into a column that hit that ceiling and diffused down across the walls. The floor was made of porous rock, and in the center was a tiered amphitheater. There stood the three Head Professors.

The figures seemed to loom taller than any person Daues had ever seen, and even in the casted light a glow could be seen coming from each. Their faces and features were impossible to distinguish, shrouded by casted shadow. They stood silently, watching as the man led the group across the room and down onto the platform. Daues could feel the magic coming off of them, like standing next to a massive bonfire, like lightning running across his bones.

“So,” said one, “all of you have come far. You have proven yourselves time and again as casters worthy of the Yard title. And now, you have arrived here, for your final tests. Today, one way or another, your time with the Caster’s Yard comes to an end.”

“Three of you,” began another, “have chosen the Path of Self. A noble Path, one that has tested many a great wizard. The other has chosen the Path of Fire. Are you sure of your choices?” The others nodded. The Professor turned to Daeus.

Suddenly, his throat like it was filled with dirt. His knees trembled. A layer of sweat sprouted from his palms. Say it. Come on, say it!

“Yes.”

“Very well. The three will come with me.” He turned.

Lelouch looked at Daeus. “I can’t believe you’re really doing it.”

“Yeah,” said Daeus. “Well… you’re about to see.” He contorted his face into something that looked like a grin.

Lelouch offered his hand. Daeus shook it. “You were a good classmate, Daues, and a great caster. I hope I can see you again after this is all over.” He released his grip and turned away.

Krissa watched the exchange, then stepped over to the others. Only Reyna lingered, staring at him with an unreadable expression. “You’re fucking mental,” she finally said.

“Funny you’re the one saying that.”

She shook her hand and joined the rest of the group. Daeus watched as the professor led them up the amphitheater and into another hall.

“And here,” said one of the remaining two professors, “you start anew. Let us begin.”

They two professors bowed their head, whispering words of ritual Daues couldn’t understand. As they did they back up, until they were across from each other on either side of the amphitheater, with Daeus still in the center. Tendrils of aether reached up from the floor, grasping for any living thing they could feel. A few clawed at Daeus, but he brushed them aside. As they rose higher into the material world, they began to dissipate, covering the area in pale blue mist. The professor’s words grew louder.

Cracks began to spread on the ground beneath him. The aether swirled, rising in speed until he was standing in the eye of a miniature cyclone, being sprayed with solidified drops of liquid aether. He heard something like thunder in the distance. The cracks beneath him grew wider. The professor’s voices continued to swell.

Now the thunder crackled all around him. Lightning flashed in the aether. He could feel the magic tearing through his muscles, his bones, squirming under his skin like a trapped insect. A scream tried to escape his lips. He forced it down. The voices no longer seemed to be coming from either side, they were surrounding him, blending with the thunder and sound of cracking rock, a single noise breaking against his body like a beach wave. This was it. It was almost over. He could feel his bones cracking. He could feel his ligaments tearing. There was nothing to do it was-

The noise ceased. The pain faded. He opened his eyes, and saw the aether had faded. The two professors stood on the steps, watching him. “You may begin at any time,” said one.

Begin? Of course. That was just the opening. He gulped and looked down. Most of the amphitheater’s stage had crumbled away. Daeus stood on the on the only remaining rock, hovering in the air, staring at the surface of a red sun.



He shivered in the darkness, trying to pull the scrap of blanket closer. How could any place be so cold? It smothered him, consumed him. His fingers felt like heavy stumps. His legs had gone numb long ago. Each breath was like pushing spines against his lungs. Far in the distance, he could hear a stream of water, but even if he’d had the strength to move he wouldn’t have known how to find it. He wanted to cry. He wouldn’t cry. Casters didn’t cry.

But he wasn’t fit to be a caster was he? How could he have ever thought he was capable, when this was the best he could do? Trapped in a cave for days, unable to conjure even an illumination rite. This was one of the simplest tests, one of the first every child caster went through. Reach the bottom of the cave, find one of the crystals placed there, and come back. Simple. But he’d stumbled into the wrong crevice on the way back up and now he was going to die here. Stupid fucking idiot.

And no one would ever care. The professors would mark him down as the failure he was. The students were too numb to mourn when one of their ranks fell. He was nothing. Just another mediocre failure, one of the thousands who had already come through the school. Irrelevant. Meaningless. Stupid enough to believe he had some sort of talent. He curled up tighter. A groan escaped his lips.

But wait.

What was that?

Just over the sound of water he heard another noise. Rocks sliding against each other. Metal clinking together. And even softer than that, tapping against the rocks, footsteps. His heart somehow found the energy to flutter. It couldn’t be real could it? He listened, and the noises grew louder. Someone was coming for him. Someone was coming for him!

“Hey!” he said. The words, barely louder than a whisper, scraped against his throat. “Hey, I’m over here! Can you hear me?”

The footsteps quickened, grew louder. He kept yelling, his voice growing louder with each sentence, until a glimmer of light appeared. It bobbed in the darkness, moving towards him. He could just make out a silhouette behind it. A child, another student. His stomach sank, as he realized they were probably just as lost as he was. But at least this other one had to have supplies, if they were sustaining a rite. Perhaps they could find a way out together?

The light stopped just in front of him. Daeus stared up at a small, brown-haired face. The kid looked familiar. He’d seen him a few times before in class. What was his name? Micah? Miryl? Something like that?

“Are you alright?” said his savior.

Daeus rolled onto his side, fighting back tears. No, he wouldn’t cry. He couldn’t. “I- I-“

“Hey, it’s alright.” The boy knelt. “I saw something on my dousing.” He looked up, over Daeus. “You know the exit’s pretty much just up the way?”

Daeus tried to push himself up. The boy offered a hand. He took it. “You’re not lost?”

“I hope I’m not,” said the boy. Mikhail. Right, that was his name. “Let’s get out of here, I’m starting to catch something.”

Daues nodded. Maybe things wouldn’t be so bad after all.



He stared into oblivion.

Boiling plasma roiled beneath him. Every hair on his body was standing on end. Even through the wormhole, he could feel the heat. That shouldn’t have been possible. Portals operated under strict parameters, a one-way flow of energy. And yet, he could feel it.

What the hell was he doing here? This… thing, this monster, it dwarfed him a million times. It had brought worlds into existence. It fueled life from nothing. A hundred empires had lived and died under its light. It was the engine from which all things in the system came. What was he to challenge that? His knees shook, his mouth was dry. He’d been an idiot. This was impossible. He wanted to collapse, to repent, to give up. To touch this thing… it was unimaginable.

“You may begin at any time,” repeated the Professor.

Begin. Begin meant to abandon himself. Begin meant step into the inferno. He couldn’t. But he had to. There was no giving up a Path once started. Like all tests in the Yard, the only failure was death. He gazed at the professors, trying to read any hint of their thoughts, but seeing nothing.

From the back of his mind, words came to him. Something Mikhail had said the first time they had met, limping out of the caves. You can’t succeed if you don’t try. You can’t fail either, was his response at the time. But here, failure was the only other option. The Professors wouldn’t intervene no matter how much he called for help. And if he didn’t jump, they would let him tremble on the platform until he fell or starved. Move or die. Move and die.

He’d been insane to want this. But the decision had been made.

Taking a deep breath, he drew aether to him. There was still plenty from the Professor’s ritual, and it came to him like an eager puppy. What would he need for this? How do you counteract the power of a sun? He’d spent so long thinking of it, practicing, calculating each rite, and now his mind was blank. Cold, obviously. As much cold as possible. He began to speak the words. What else? Stability, to counteract the fission and fusion. Some sort of oxygen supply. A planetary base. Every bit of push against the sun’s nature would be essential. Yes, it was beginning to come together…

For ten minutes he stood, gathering energy, muttering the words. He felt the aether swell around him, more than he had ever gathered in one place before, more than he had ever imagined. It threatened to split it open, but not. It was his. He controlled it. The last word left his lips and he pushed, his arms thrust wide, forcing the aether into a its final shape. He grit his teeth at it crackled against his skin and then… It was done. The shield shimmered just above his skin.

The professors still stood impassive. Well, they would see, wouldn’t they? One way or another. Squeezing his eyes shut, Daeus leaped.

And landed on the surface of a sun.

Even through the shield he could feel the heat roasting him. That was fine. He didn’t need to endure it for very long, just enough to… yes, there. A hundred meters to his left, the portal leading back into the testing halls. He took a step towards it.

The shield around his leg began to waver, and he cursed. Idiot, he’d forgotten to accommodate for the necessary changes as he moved. He focused, and the aether stilled. That could have been bad. He took another step, this time adjusting the shield beforehand. Right, this wasn’t going so bad. He kept moving forward. Maybe 80 meters left. He pushed on. 60 meters. Don’t stop. 40 meters.

His heart skipped a beat. He was almost out of aether. There had been astonishing amounts to draw upon from the gate opening, but he was draining it at even more astonishing rates. And here, he was cut off from the source. How much more time did he have? He did some quick calculations and confirmed what he had suspected: not enough. He was fucked.

Unless he ran for it. Could he? The idea was stupid. But he was standing on the surface of a red giant, so it seemed like he’d already bottomed out on that. Maintaining the shields even when he was just walking was tremendous effort. Each step meant he had to retune the energy to the precise trembling of his muscles, recalibrate the forces keeping him stable on the solar surface, and to do that while running… stupid. But he wouldn’t make it just by walking either. There was only one option. He lunged forward.

He sprinted with all the energy he could spare, muttering words to himself, reshaping the spells keeping him alive with milliseconds to spare for each step. Aether poured from him like an open faucet. Almost there. 30 meters left. His lungs were screaming. His heart was going to burst. 20 meters left. The spells were barely holding together. Each step was loosening them a little bit more. 10 meters. 5. 3. He leaped, arm outstretched. This was it. He’d done it!

Just before he connected with the gate, the realization dawned on him. Going through the portal would cause a massive shift in energy. He’d need to adjust his rites to accommodate it. This wasn’t going to work. He had to change it. He had to-

And the fire took him.



  
    And the sound upon the roof is only water...



Rex Reed, greatest detective in a world, had his nose poised over the last Dandy De-Lite Bio-Vasive Dandelion in the entire universe. It was blue, with red, curly hairs peeking out from behind a thick, velvety mane. The stalk was twisted like a DNA-inspired acid trip, flipping back through hoops made by itself and splitting-up to make new friends in old places. This beautiful thing was the last of its kind.

It's too bad it was in the perfect spot for the telescopic ballistic balloon catapult. Rex almost felt something as he crushed the flower beyond any chance of recovery. The catapult was emblazoned with the words "THE BAD NEIGHBOR" and perched on top of it, or at least hanging from the top, was Rex's associate, friend, and currently transmorgrified vampire, Phineas K. Shrek.

"So, uh, when's the war?"

Rex wiped the sweat from his brow, staining his shitty civil war memorial uniform. He'd bought the uniform at a Party Interstellar Sector on the way to the Water War. He'd been hoping that he'd be able to find something at least a little bit fitting for the conflict at hand. But he'd been left with this tripe sandwich of a costume because the clerk said there weren't any other 'warrior' outfits.

"I don't know, hopefully sooner than later. My friend, do you realize that if I'd passed by the Spirit Center slash Halloween store instead of that nasty party supply store, I might've found a Grognak the Barbarian costume?"

Shrugging, Phineas stretched his wings. "Spirit's not open this time of year. Halloween isn't for nother couple'a light years."

"You never know! They celebrate holidays earlier and earlier these days."

Phineas rolled his eyes. "They only do that with Decemberween. Halloween is the same time every cycle. Seriously man, you should invest in a calendar. It's a valuable and insightful way to know the goddamn date."

Rex paused, looking up to Phineas as his headgear began drooping down over his forehead. "Such aggressive responses… are you hyping yourself up for combat, my friend?"

"Something like that, yeah." Phineas preened his fur.

His gaze returned to the weapon's periscope. "Well, I hope you're ready enough. Our first target is in sight…

Approximately ten Australian football pitches away, there stood a rambunctious Egg, with a legion of King's horses and men in hot pursuit. They blasted each other with dollar-store squirt guns, as they frolicked and laughed and had ever so much fun with their closest and most treasured friends, and say, what was that shadow growing ever closer in the sky?

Rex watched as his foes collapsed into a watery grave.

Phineas bobbed his head. "Brutal."

"Indeed." Rex stood up, peering through a periscope at his target area. "It looks as though I've wiped them out, like old chum."

"For now, at least. This is a pretty big water war. There's probably thousands more… things here, from all over the place."

Rex patted his bad neighbor. "I think we've got the ballistic upper-hand, my friend. Nobody's going to be getting close to us when we can uttery crush them like a handful of hot fuss berries, on a warm summer's even-"

His soliloquy was suddenly interrupted by a loud squeak, caused by a meaty fist grappling Phineas from his perch.

"I like your bat. Massive firepower is stronk, ya? Is time for maybe thinkings that Yakupov get his chance with toy?"

The being standing before him was built like a brick stilthouse. Blotting out the sun, the clouds, and probably a few satellites, Nail Yakupov flexed some pecs beneath a garishly orange jumpsuit, collar popped. Phineas' face was beginning to turn a delightful shade of black, and the few bones that weren't powder at this point were definitely mildly uncomfortable

Nail's muscles curled back into a fist, but he didn't punch. Oh no. Instead, a contusion of muscles twisted up like balloon animals, until his bicep resembled an excellent squirt bazooka.

He fired with a liquid that wasn't quite water.

Rex spluttered, and fell backwards over his catastrophic catapult. "Dear lord, that's not water, you, you… you stupid jackwagon!"

Nail laughed three times, then wiped his forearm off. "That's right, dipstick! I've invenomated you!"

"What in blazes…" Rex looked down at his outfit. The color was dripping down to the earth, along with some of his flesh and almost all of his skin. "You confounded fool! You've hit me with a deleterious effect!"

Nail took a step closer, the ground shaking as his mighty boot made impact. "You are of correct! And now, as prize, I take your toy. Maybe I make it good use, or maybe I use to drop on enemies like cows on earthworm."

Phineas struggled in his grasp. "That… doesn't… even… sense…"

Poking the bat's nose, Nail made a gleeful utterance. "Oh! Batman is live! Maybe you can be test subject, da?"

Rex collapsed to the ground. His vision was fading in and out, but he could see Nail loading his friend into the catapult. He closed his eyes, and the remnants of his tear ducts struggled in vain to produce something of substance.

"This is it. This is how we die. Not from a marvelous case, or a daring caper, but from a recreational water war… how droll…"Rex watched as the last of his colors bled into the ground. Then… some tendrils of plant life, extended from the ground with the vigor of a young man waking up on his day off. Dandelion petals tickled his nose, and grew past his lame form.

Nail Yakupov was distracted from his fun by a poke to the shoulder. As he turned, he saw a massive tendril of weeds and clovers. It was the first time in a long time that he could remember having to look up at something.

"Are you the being which has placed thine twisted metal upon my bed?"

Nail blinked loudly. "Uh."

For a moment, the dandelion reared back, as if to smash. Instead, though, it began to leak water from its apex. Slowly, at first, like a leaky pipe, but like cracked lead, it quickly gained momentum, until it was gushing down onto Yak like a cracked commode, drenching him to his very soul. The jet of water lifted Nail off of the ground, before driving him back inwards, as the pressure on him mounted and the amount of water began to sweep around the entire world, catching suspecting and unsuspecting combatants alike.

Soon, it was placid. Water had won the war.



"Rex?"

"Yes, Phineas?"

"You know what my favorite part of the desert is?"

"I don't. Elaborate, my Chiroptric friend."

"It's peaceful, man." Phineas glanced back at the clinic. "And quiet."

"Don't forget the lack of vegetation."

"Oh yeah, definitely a plus." Phineas adjusted his parasol. "Could do without the sun, though."

Rex shrugged the half of a functional shoulder he still possessed. "Well, it happens. Best to enjoy what we have. No need to be an almost perfect, but not quite-type."

Phineas grinned, showing off both of his teeth. "Amen, brother. Amen."


«|Twerk Witches | Some Day Mother Will Die And I'll Get The Money|»





  
    Zovar the Great



“Fuck!”

Zovar the Great slipped for the third time that day, losing his balance and falling to the ground. Of course, it didn’t matter much because he was on the Moon, but it was annoying as hell nonetheless.

Gently floating to the ground, Zovar sat there for a moment, letting the low gravity settle him down. He looked up into space.

“Fuck.”

It occurred to Zovar that the vacuum of space prevented anyone from actually hearing him. There really was no point for him to be saying anything at all.

“Fuck.”

Zovar decided that he didn’t care. He liked that word. He’d been saying it a lot since he got here.

“Fuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuck.”

“You fall on your ass again, master?”

“Fuck off, Maldado.”

The impassive face of his rock daemon wandered in front of his view. Zovar imagined that the cheeky little bastard was probably smiling on the inside. He couldn’t actually smile on the outside, since he was a moving pile of rocks, but he swore that the thing could do it anyway, just to spite him.

Zovar stood up slowly, and unsteadily. Stupid low gravity messing with his balance. How the hell was he supposed to do a good solar empowerment ritual when he couldn’t walk properly? Not to mention the fact that nobody had ever considered what the sun’s movement was like from the Moon, which messed up all his measurements.

Sighing, Zovar checked to make sure his breathing spell was still working, and decided to give up for the third day in a row. He had to get back to the shop. He wondered why he bothered. People almost never came by.

He fell again as he was walking back to the shop.

“Fuck.”

“There you go, Master, that’ll solve the problem.”

“Fuck off, Maldado.”



Back in the shop, Zovar muttered as he straightened some goods for the twentieth time. Oh sure, it had seemed like a great idea at first. Expand the wizardry shop! We need to penetrate underrepresented markets? Underrepresented markets? How about the Moon?

Zovar grit his teeth as he readjusted some dried newts hanging from the ceiling. Maybe the Moon was underrepresented because no one lives on the fucking Moon, Dad.

Well, Zovar mused. He supposed he did now. He grit his teeth again, squeezing one of the newts hard enough to crush the thing.

A small tinkling sound greeted his ears, as he perked up slightly. Zovar spun around quickly, letting go of the newt.

“Woah man.”

Zovar wasn’t sure how it was possible in a non-human, but this creature somehow managed to pull off looking scruffy. It shuffled into the shop, oozing a liquid that Zovar decided he didn’t want to touch. He pointed a finger at the ground, and a small sparkle shot from his finger to the ground.

The creature looked at him with something that Zovar assumed was its eye. “Dude. What’d you just do?”

“I cast a spell because I don’t want that slime seeping into the floor.” Zovar grit his teeth. He needed to find a good space dentist.

“Oh no man, no worries, this stuff’s all natural. S’good for you. Wanna try some?” The creature raised a quivering tentacle, with some more of the liquid glopping off of it. Zovar recoiled in disgust.

“I’ll…pass. Welcome to Zovar the Great’s Mystical Emporium, devoted to supplying all of your arcane or eldritch needs. Can I help you with anything?”

Zovar tried his best to look cheerful, but the creature was already looking around, ignoring him.

“So like…you got any continuum transfunctioners around here? My ship broke down man, needs a new one.”

Zovar grit his teeth. “No, we do not sell continuum transfunctioners. This is a magical shop, not a mechanic’s shop.” He drummed his fingers on the countertop. “I’d be happy to assist you with some portal spells or teleport scrolls if you so wish.”

“Nah, man, s’cool. Man, this stuff is like, retro. Cool.” The tentacled mass was flailing around some tentacles. Zovar winced. He raised his palm, casting the spell on every surface of the shop just to be safe.

“It is not ‘retro,’ sir, it is an array of tools that would help one to channel the limitless power of the arcane arts.”

“Do you do parties, man? My niece would love this stuff, bro.”

Zovar grit his teeth so hard he could literally hear them grind. “No, I do not do parties. The mystical powers I command at my beck and call are not made for parlor tricks.”

“Oh. That’s a shame.” The creature looked around more. “Sure you don’t have any continuum transfunctioners?”

Zovar was tempted to simply cast a bolt of hellfire and obliterate the creature where it stood. He decided against it, partly because it probably had some stupid immunity to fire, and also because he would probably destroy his entire shop.

“Why don’t you try the automechanic over on the far side? All robotic.”

“Oh, man, that’d be great! Thanks.” The creature looked around ponderously for a moment. Zovar simply stared at the thing, wondering why it wouldn’t just leave him alone.

“Sure would be handy to have a continuum transf-”

A portal suddenly opened up underneath the alien, causing the creature to fall through, with one tentacle still gripping the edge of the portal. Below it, the shrieks of eldritch abominations and long forgotten monsters greeted it, howling into the small space of the shop. The smell of brimstone and sepsis filled the air, poisoning every breath taken, and announcing the presence of death.

Zovar floated up slightly off the ground, his eyes glowing red. He looked with fury upon the creature, his hands outstretched in front of him. “Begone you foul creature. Join the menagerie of souls that I have chained to my command, and feel the grasp of pure terror as you lose your soul to my will.”

“Aw man, I really just wanted a-”

“BEGONE!” Zovar clapped his hands in front of him, closing the portal and slicing off the lone remaining tentacle. Soon, he was left in the shop, his head pounding, and the detached tentacle flopping around, spraying the slime everywhere.

The head of Maldado peeped over the counter of the shop, gazing at the scene.

“Master, I think you need to rethink your customer service strategy.”

“Fuck off, Maldado.”



Zovar was floating in the air, meditating in an attempt to relax. The slime had turned out to be extremely acidic, and his spell hadn’t completely stopped that. After 4 expletive laden hours of cleaning, he needed a break.

It would all be worth it. Soon.

He opened his eyes, and slowly stood up. He made his way to the backroom where he nominally stored goods (not that he ever needed to reshelve), but where his most prized possession lay.

In the center of the room lay a small summoning circle with an inky black box on it. He flicked a finger, and the box’s lid came off. Inside were a few ovular, scaly eggs, each the size of his head. They each possessed different colors, one with the deepest shade of ruby, another a light shade of cream, and still another a beautifully textured sapphire. He picked up the ruby one, admiring the way the light shined off the beautiful exterior of it.

Maldado came rumbling in through the door.

“Master?”

“You know what these are, Maldado?”

“Eggs?”

Zovar held up a finger. “Ah…but not just any eggs. These ones are special. I bought these a long time ago, and I've been waiting to hatch them for quite some time now."

“What kind of eggs, master?”

“A very unique magical creature called a Kimanjo. You see, on Earth, Kimanjo are terrifying fiery beasts, capable of using magic on their own, if they’re bound to a sufficiently powerful wizard. To hatch them, you have to give it a tremendous amount of heat, somewhere in the range of lava from a planet.

Zovar lifted the box, showing a hole in the ground that seemed to go on forever.

“You see, silly Maldado, I’ve spent a lot of time and money constructing a tube that reaches just into the mantle of the Moon. This will suck up the Moon’s lava, superheating these eggs and hatching not one, not two, but three nigh-unstoppable fiery beasts that will enable me to conquer th-”

“The Moon’s mantle is rock.”

Zovar paused, looking at Maldado. “What?”

“The Moon’s mantle isn’t like the Earth’s, it’s solid rock for most of it. No lava, master.”

“B-but, there has to be lava in the-”

“Like a thousand times deeper than what you have now, maybe. Didn’t you pay attention in high school science?”

Zovar sunk to his knees, quivering. The egg rolled out of his hand.

“Go ahead Master, I know you want to say it.”

Zovar raised his head toward the ceiling, closing his eyes.

“FUCK!”



  
    Asking Nicely



“Good morning.”

“Hello, Emmeline.”

“…”

“How long until we reach the red planet?”

“One day closer than we were yesterday.”

“How long?”

“…Twenty-eight days until we land.”

“Thank you.”

“Have I told you that this isn’t the first time something like this has happened to me?”

“You have not. This surprises me.”

“I don’t mean that I’ve met a wizard before, or-”

“Warlock.”

“-warlock, right, sorry. What I meant was…I’ve been, um, asked to do things like this before. Or, not asked, really, but, um…”

“You have been held hostage before.”

“…Yeah. That’s what this is. I forget sometimes.”

“…”

“My mother always used to take me with her to the grocery store when I was little. It’s a place where, um, people buy food. One day, when we were heading back to our car to go home…oh, a car is kind of like what we’re on now, except it’s used to go between two places on the same planet instead of one planet to another.”

“…”

“Anyway, we’re about to get in the car when a man with a gun stops us.”

“People use guns to kill. This I am familiar with.”

“Yep. He tells my mother to drive him to a place on the other side of town or else he’ll shoot me in the head. She’s scared at first, but he gets her to start the car and he sits in the passenger’s seat. I sat right behind my mom, and he was pointing the gun at me the whole drive.”

“Were you afraid?”

“I couldn’t have been more than five years old. I didn’t really know what was happening. I asked the man what his name was and where he worked. I must have been trying to be polite. Mom kept telling me to be quiet. Eventually we got the place and he just got out. As soon as he was out of sight, she ran out of the car, pulled me out of the backseat and held me for what felt like forever before we went home again.”

“…”

“My mother was the nicest person you could ever meet. If the man had asked her nicely, without using the gun, she might have-”

“You would not have taken me to the red planet if I had asked nicely. I know this.”

“…Yeah, probably not. Wishful thinking, I guess.”

“…”

“Why do you want us to take you to Mars? The red planet?”

“You are not at liberty to ask me questions.”

“I was just curious-”

“Remember what I can do to you if you fail to adhere to my demands.”

“I remember what you told me you could do.”

“Good.”

“But you can’t. Not here. Not in space.”

“Lies. My power is omnipresent.”

“I’m calling your bluff. That staff of yours? Back on Earth when you threatened to turn our..what was it? Bones into spiders? It wouldn’t stop glowing. I couldn’t take my eyes off of it. But the moment our ship left the atmosphere? Poof. Just a regular old stick.”

“…”

“I haven’t told the crew, don’t worry. They’re all too scared to check on you.”

“But you are not. You knew I was powerless.”

“I figured either that, or I was still being that stupid five-year old in the car who didn’t know how much danger I was really in. I took a chance.”

“…”

“…”

“I need dust from the red planet for an important ritual.”

“What kind of ritual?”

“Your inferior mind could never grasp the-”

“…”

“…It is a protection ritual. For my village.”

“…”

“For decades, my people have been under constant scrutiny. Interlopers. Agents of destruction from your self-appointed government, trying to understand the secrets of our culture. This spell will restrict anybody from entering our sacred village other than our clan. It must be done, so that we can live alone, in peace.”

“So, it makes a wall, or something?”

“No. It merely creates a line. A boundary, etched into the ground.”

“And I suppose this boundary does a lot worse than ask people nicely to leave once they cross it?”

“…”

“Yeah. Figured as much.”

“…”

“Well, I need to check on some ship outputs.”

“Devka.”

“What?”

“My name. It was given to me by my elders upon my birth. Will you use it during our conversations, as I use yours, Emmeline?”

“…Okay, Devka. I’ll talk to you later.”

“Please do.”



  
    Soaring to Sol



Morgana awoke to a clanging and banging that reverberated around her tank and made the muck in her sleeping puddle vibrate. She climbed out slowly, and cautiously made her way to the workshop, where her master, Arditio, Wizard of the Fiery Orb, was throwing a minor temper tantrum. She paused at the threshold, knowing better than to step closer, lest she dry out, for she was a salamander. Arditio had heard that salamanders were the perfect familiars for flame and heat-based wizardry, and gone on a perilous journey for a whole mile to collect one from the nearby swampland. Unfortunately, the salamander he ended up catching had been one of the amphibious, mundane sort, rather than the volcanic, nonexistent sort. This meant that she was very nearly useless for channeling solar magic, but Arditio had come to enjoy her company, so she stayed on as his familiar, trying to help in any way she could.

Like now, for example…

She said, "Master, is there anything wrong?"

Sun Wizard turned, his rather patchy Robe of Majestic Flame swirling dramatically and knocking a homemade alembic off of a nearby shelf. "Morgana! Have you not heard‽ That damnable Moon Wizard Nyperius is planning to send himself to the moon!"

Morgana said, "Why would he do that?"

"To best me! His most formidable rival! Why else‽ He knows that his pale, pathetic moonbeams can never stand up to the Sun's unconquered glory, so he has devised a way to increase his power by magnitudes!"

Morgana thought carefully before speaking. "Master, are you quite certain that he is doing this only to best you?"

"Of course! What other explanation can there be‽ He's looking to steal my business! Once word gets about that the Moon Wizard has found a way to tap the moon's power directly, every knight in a hundred miles will be diverting their quests past his bloody door!"

"… Do they not… already do so, Master?"

The Sun Wizard bridled. "Only the trifling ones, familiar, only the trifling ones. Those knights would not dare to knock at the Great Arditio's door for solutions to their paltry problems, no! We are for the truly grave matters!"

It seemed to Morgana that a truly grave matter had not plagued any nearby kingdoms for months, aside from that one old woman who had passed by several days ago looking for directions to town.

Now the Sun Wizard began to calm down. "Do you know what I have divined, Morgana?"

"What, Master?"

"The Moon does not produce light at all! Not true light! It is only the pale reflection of the Sun's magnificence that makes that white hunk of stone seem to glow!"

Morgana thought about this. "But, Master, if that is true, why does Nyperius not perform sun magic?"

"Obviously, it is too much for him to grasp! He daren't try, lest he sear himself to the bone!"

Morgana paused again before speaking, aware that nothing good would come of her next question but unable to stop herself. "Then, why can you not perform moon magic, Master?"

Arditio bristled. "How do you know that I cannot‽ Have you ever seen me attempt to bother with such weak and watery power?"

Familiars could not lie to their masters, even to spare their feelings, even when they really didn't want to say anything. "Y-yes, Master. One night, during a full moon, I was awoken by the sound of weeping coming from outside, and I went out and saw you kneeling on the ground in a bluish robe and screaming at the Moon to grant… you… power…" she couldn't bring herself to continue in the face of the stare he was giving her.

Slowly, as if trying the words out in his head first, Arditio said, "…that never happened, familiar. You must have been dreaming."

"Yes, Master. I must have been dreaming."

"In any case," Arditio said, his confidence returning as the past thirty seconds were buried by his ego, "I have decided that the only thing to do to combat this villainy is to send myself to the Sun!"

Morgana started, "The Sun, Master‽ But, but-"

"But me no buts, Morgana," Arditio said, not unkindly. "If that wretched Moon Wizard thinks that he can defeat me this way, he will learn otherwise! Do you still have your spy in his cottage?"

Morgana wanted to say that this ridiculous rivalry only existed in Arditio's mind. She wanted to say that her master didn't have anywhere near enough power to send himself to the Sun, and it would be fatal to try. She wanted to say that he was being a thoughtless fool.

She wanted to say, But I won't be able to go with you.

She said, "Yes, Master."

"Contact him, and tell him to deliver a message unto his master. The Sun Wizard shall reach the Sun before he can even get an incantation prepared!"

"Yes, Master," Morgana said, and she crawled off to her scrying pool, a bit more slowly than usual.



It was the next day. Morgana tried to remain in the shade of the tall grass while Arditio busied himself with the final touches to his Sun Transportation Invocation, or STI for short.

She had remained silent all night as they prepared, knowing that nothing could change his mind. Nevertheless, she tried. "Master, are you quite sure about this? The Sun is extremely hot, isn't it? How could you-… your equipment survive the burning?"

Arditio chuckled. He was in a fine mood, already thinking of what he would do to Nyperius with all the power of the Sun at his disposal. "Ah, you show your ignorance, my dear familiar. For, you see, I have divined something quite important about the Sun's heat. It is not radiant, but rather takes the form of rings. Great celestial bands of hot and cold, at the edge of which our world turns. It is the reason that our winters and mountaintops are so cold, you see! The Earth wobbles slightly in her path and we cross into the cold band. And I have calculated that the surface of the Sun is a perfectly comfortable summery climate all year round!"

"Are you… quite sure, Master?"

He flapped a hand impatiently. "Certain, Morgana. Now, it is ready!" He pointed proudly to the circle around which he had painstakingly copied magical symbols backwards. "It's quite simple, once one has thought about it! I simply perform the invocation to draw the Sun's energy towards myself, but in reverse, and I shall be able to ride the golden rays back to their source!"

With that, he began the lleps, as he had referred to it. Morgana retreated to a safe distance and watched with a sinking heart as he jumped backwards and made distressed sucking noises that were the reversed invocation chants. Several times he had to stop and perform a second incantation on the plant ashes scattered around the circle to turn them back into fresh herbs, because the original spell required the burning of various plants.

Finally, Arditio halted at the edge of the circle and dropped his hands down to the earth. Nothing happened for several seconds. The, Morgana felt the wind rushing towards the circle, heat bleeding out of the air around her. It gathered around Sun Wizard, and with a mighty WHOOMPF, a magnificent bolt of pure heat and light shot through the sky towards the Sun. Morgana was so awed by the spectacle that she forgot to be disheartened for a moment. She was still staring upwards when she heard a cough.

Arditio was sitting in the middle of the blackened circle, covered in soot and frost and not much else. His power had protected him from the Sun's energy leaving the area, but had not extended to his clothes and hair.



It was several days later. Morgana sat at the foot of her puddle and waited for the transportation spell to take. Eventually the water took on a slight sheen and suddenly appeared much deeper than before. She hopped in and glided down to another circle of light, grasped the edges, and pulled herself up through a water bucket in a very different place. She gave herself a moment to adjust to gravity reversing, then slithered out and onto a flagstone floor.

She didn't have to wait long. "That was quite fast. Well done." The voice seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere, before a mass of shadow rose, gained eyes and whiskers, and slid out of a dark corner to take the shape of a black cat. Though he had a smattering of grey hairs mixed in with the black, there was air of agelessness about him, an aura of quiet, composed power in the way he held himself. To Morgana he was grace, beauty given form. Even his very name was dignity itself. Commodore. Commodore Buckles.

If Morgana could've blushed, she would have done. "Oh, that sort of spell is easier for me when it's rainy, that's all. How is your master's moon spell going?"

"He's nearly finished with the preparations. He plans to lift the cottage along with himself, so I've been doing a lot of digging lately."

"How did he react when you told him that Arditio was planning on sending himself to the Sun?"

Buckles shifted uncomfortably for a moment. "Er… he said, 'Who?' as far as I could make out."

"Oh…" said Morgana, slumping. "Was, was he possibly trembling a bit when he said it? My master wants a report, you see."

Buckles hesitated. He always felt a bit sorry for Morgana. "He might have done," he said finally. She flashed him a grateful look. "How have your master's efforts been?"

Morgana started to sniffle. "He just keeps setting himself on fire! Day after day, robe after blackened robe! I'm starting to worry that he's gone completely mad! You should have seen him this morning, stomping about grumbling that Nyperius sent this storm to stall him. He thinks he's one step away from success but all he's doing is covering the plains with ash!"

"I suppose you'll want to hear this, then," the cat said diffidently.

"You found something?" Morgana asked.

"Well… yes, possibly. It isn't exactly magic, though…"

"Anything! As long as it will work!"

"There's… a few miles from your cottage, there is a small religious conclave in possession of a certain artifact. A catapult, which they use to fire dangerous or unknown objects into the sun to destroy them."

"And it works‽"

"Apparently so, from what I can gather…"

"Thank you, Commodore Buckles!"

"Of course, Morgana. Anytime." There followed a short silence.

Morgana said, "Do you know, Commodore, I heard an interesting fact the other day."

"Yes?" he said.

"I heard that horses and donkeys can mate with each other, even though they are completely different animals."

"Ah, yes. I have heard that. Nature can be quite interesting."

There was another period of silence, five seconds long but stretched out to eternity.

"I had better go and report to Arditio," said Morgana, just slightly too quickly.

"Yes, I should see if there is any more digging to do."



In the small hours of the morning, wizard and salamander crept into the small village and made their way to the town square, where the catapult lay atop a podium, primed and ready to hurl the ungodly to their demise.

"I'm not certain that I should use this, Morgana," said Arditio. "I've nearly perfected my invocation, after all."

"Ah, but Master," said Morgana, inventing wildly. "What is the point in tiring yourself out unnecessarily? When the credulous fools here have unknowingly given you the perfect path to success?"

"Yes, yes. I suppose you're correct." He set the salamander on the ground and gave it an awkward pat on the head. "I… realize that I have not attended on you as I should in these days past, Morgana."

"No, Master. I understand. I am the familiar. It is my duty to attend you."

"Quite right, but there was still no reason to be so demanding. You have done an excellent job as my familiar, Morgana, and once I have sorted out my residence on the Sun to my satisfaction I shall make for you a pond. A real pond where you can live."

"I look forward to seeing it, Master." Morgana had no tear ducts. For this, she was grateful.

Arditio climbed into the bowl of the catapult and cut the rope with a flame. With a whoosh, he was gone, into the rising sun.



Arditio felt power, coursing through his veins, getting stronger and stronger as he shot towards his destination. As he had expected, as he rose above the Earth it grew colder and colder. What he had not expected was the lack of air. With the might of the sun filling him, though, that was no problem. He wrapped himself in a cocoon of air and soared on.

He began getting warmer, far warmer than he had anticipated. Perhaps his calculations had been slightly off. he should have reached the next band of cold by now. It didn't matter. He incorporated a heat shield into his air cocoon as easily as he breathed. This was strength. This was life, swirling around him and soaking into his bones. Finally, HE would be superior. Finally, HE would best that pale excuse for a wizard. He would blast him off the face of the moon. He would blast the moon, once for every time that he lost a customer.

He approached the Sun's surface. Heat and light beyond his wildest dreams filled his vision. He tried to reorient himself, aiming his feet towards his landing spot…

…and felt all that power drain through his body and back into the Sun. His shields collapsed. His vision went white.

And Arditio, Master of the Fiery Orb, met the Sun.



  
    Retrieved from Datacluster Found in Gloriana System
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Captain Hulo,

I and the remainder of the thaumaturgical detachment formally request that immediate action be taken for the safety of the Mystagogue, her crew and her payload. Put simply, technicians must be spared to fix the viewport system — at least 90 percent of the viewport shutters must be closed ASAP.

More precisely, I and my command have pinpointed an invocation that we believe will restore critical function to the ion-thaum engines. My team has most of the components required for the ritual — I must extend my thanks to the quartermaster for the ample supply of candles and selection of livestock feathers on board, even if we went some lengths to retrieve them. There is, however, one critical component that we still require.

You are probably aware that the recent power surge has disabled the automatic shutter controls for the ship's viewports and locked the ship's internal doors in their current positions, among other things. YT%%H are also probably aware that our technicians are some of the finest the UN could supply for our voyage — talented enough that I believe even with their current workload they could most likely repair several shipboard controls given due time.

The invocation we have in mind requires lunar thaumic energy of a high purity, a purity that we cannot achieve if the viewports are open to every natural satellite in the universe. Even if the door system wasn't frozen and we were able to shut out reflections on the visible light and thaumaturgic spectrums from the rest of the ship, there are still too many viewports in the labs — and even if stripping our uniforms were enough to block the viewports, we lack the adhesive and manpower to hold them up to the bulkheads.

The portal to Gloriana IV is somewhat tenuous, I will admit, but I've confirmed it is stable enough for our purposes — and the essence we have from Hyphis is suitably protected by the planet's atmosphere. This, at least, is one beneficial result of our engine problems.

To summarize our desire, sir, we require technicians to address our problems, and soon — as I firmly believe they are of critical importance to our situation.

Captain, despite any misgivings you may have — and I know you are more sympathetic to the scientists on board — I must strongly urge you to accept our request. You know full well that I am absolutely committed to this expedition, and to the goals set out in UN Resolution 5938. I realize that the Lunar Purity theory is not as developed as some other hypotheses concerning interplanetary thaumaturgy, but I myself place enough faith in it that I will accept any punishment or court martial that may arise as a result of its failure in our invocation.

Signed,

Lieutenant Julianne Cuevas

Executive Officer

Special Thaumaturgic Detachment, US Navy



Lieutenant,

Request denied. Our remaining techs are occupied for the foreseeable future just keeping this ship from imploding. I'm occupied for the foreseeable future, for that matter, but I figure if I just start ignoring messages from my top magician things will only get that much worse.

I suppose I can't blame you and yours for not wanting to leave D section to find that out, given the situation with the artificers. As it stands, Ryouta is lucky to be alive after his little mishap in the cargo bay. I still can't see myself ordering enough people away from critical areas to fulfill your request.

Speaking of which. I know you knew I don't put much stock in lunar purity theory, but that doesn't change anything. I also know you know that I don't have quite as many degrees as you do, but there's a bit more to it than that.

If someone invents a theory based on millennia-old Earth tradition, and is significantly more of a mentally ill drug addict than the average Navcad warlock, I tend to take them with a large grain of salt. Perhaps my inborn officers' skepticism helps with that. Hope you understand.

All that said, I don't actually have a problem with what you need done. I just cannot give it to you under these circumstances. I hate to say this, but I've been frank this entire time so I might as well. If you absolutely must close shutters, I'm pretty certain there are enough exosuits and aircyclers still in storage to outfit most of your team. Someone should probably stay in your section anyway just to keep James out if the medics run out of happy pills.

I'm leaving you an FX9S and 3 cells on my aide's desk to take care of any artificers that might be in the way, if you decide to swing by. He probably won't mind anymore. And believe me, I'm kicking myself in the ass every minute I still live for letting the %%TTJT%re function over%%NGUBRFFFFFhis expediti%%%%%%FFD5

Joseph G. Hulo, Captain

Commanding Officer

UNEXF Mystagogue



Dieter, hope to G-d you can still read this. We decided to make a run for the pods, starting 5 minutes from now. Should be enough left for all of us, assuming your group can get here fast enough. Haven't heard from the captain in two days. I don't even know if his quarters are attached to the ship anymore. %%HHGably want us to do this so I'm not worried. About his response I mean. Core reactions are getting even worse so be careful whatever you do, and I probably don't need to tell you to forget about any of those artifac%%GGDG%athered. I will pray for you.

Joshua



  
    The Captain's Skull



"Borther, do you know where magic comes from?"

"Of course, Captain." Borther said, pressing a crooked, feather-ended twig against his temple. The technician, Borther was an old, bald man who had only really lived for twenty-three years. He cracked his neck, still jaunty from his awakening.

"Well, Borther, if you knew that, we'd have the engines up and running by now, and you'd be serving me martinis on X-8."

Borther caught his reflection in the window behind the Captain. His conditioning had prevented him from recoiling at the sight, and the empty space outside did some help in distracting him.

"Where are the stars, Captain?"

The Captain shrugged. "Dust clouds? It's not like we've reached the edge of the universe in 23 years, especially running on aether."

The Captain shook his head and went back to his chair in the small vessel. Borther looked on through the window for a few moments before turning back to the access hatch on the floor.

Borther worked for hours, saving his worst suspicions for last. The engines were fine. The reactor was fine, the capacitors were fine, and the aether to nuclear converter was… fine. Even the pseudoscientific groundings connected to the receiver were working properly.

It seemed the only device in the entire space ship that wasn't working, and the only device of its nature, was magical.

"Solar sails. We should have used solar sails. I should have expected this. Now I'm gonna be trapped in space with the bastard son of Aleister Crowley until I die of old age."

Borther shook his head and pushed himself through the door. Gliding through the kitchen, the engine room, and finally into the ritual chamber. Borther pulled himself up close to the pedestal and placed his wand over a smiling crystalline skull.

He couldn't feel the pulse of aether through his wand. The groundings, a five pointed star of zircon crystals, didn't even have a hint of residue on them.

"Captain!" Borther yelled, and waited for the disappointed man to come gliding through the door.

"What is it?"

"Have we ever strayed from our course, stopped? Have we continued with the original force of our initial launch?"

"Yes," he began, looking to the ceiling. "Quite miraculous really."

Borther turned to the skull and took it in his hands.

"And life support?"

"Mundane," the Captain said quietly. "Separate. Those systems are much cheaper than solar sails would have been. If I could afford solar sails I wouldn't be using homeopathy to cross the galaxy."

Borther turned the skull around in his hands to find the rune placed beneath it. He felt the inscription and began manipulating the edges of the onyx plate with his finger. The one thing the school of magic had perfected in its infancy was the attraction of aether, and this was the very picture of what he had studied in the grimoire.

"It is possible that the rune wasn't fixed correctly, or the wrong conductive adhesive was used." Said Borther calmly as he pryed the rune from the bottom of the skull, and upturned the base toward the light.

Borther's heart sunk as he read the small, embossed words.

"You fool."

Indignant, the Captain snatched the skull and read aloud.

"Made in China"





  
    
      Relationship

      
Relationships can be varied over time and space. Some people fall madly in love, some are mortal enemies, some have the deepest respect for each other. All of this can happen without one person ever meeting the other face to face. Write a story about a relationship between people who've never seen each other.


    

  
    A Suicide Note



It’s cold but not frozen cold. It’s the kind of bitter cold that comes with early spring rain. Where you’re sopping wet and you can see your breath and your feet feel like old paperbacks left in a flooded basement.

I’ve found a little outcropping to sit under and it keeps my paper and charcoal pencils dry enough. Sitting in on a ledge half way down a kilometer deep slot canyon, with fifty meter tall Lhadat pines lining the rim, I’m in love. The object of my affection is not more than twenty meters from me, looming out of the blue and red print plastered upon the far wall of the canyon.

“Forward towards a sisterhood of all!”

Kheneyelda Yetelk, even her worst enemies said she was beautiful. To her closest friends she was a leader and a visionary. I, however, only knew her as a poster, as a voice radiating out of the tube wireless in the Lonun street trade union hall, as a man in a jail cell, her words coming out of a mouth of a political prisoner. As an idea. Passion. And for that passion I fell in love.

She believed in us when no one did, when even we didn't. Told us to either accept our fate or change it but never to be helpless victims as we had been so accustomed. To either accept cowardice and forever be taken advantage of, or to be brave and take the risk for a better future.

She was mad, completely mad, and we were mad for believing in her. The majority like things the way things are, like an old moldy sweater. It may not keep them warm, and it may not have a pleasant aroma, but it's familiar and familiarity holds fast regardless. Who was Kheneyelda to challenge that?

But all things considered I sincerely doubt anyone who served this revolution, even if it is was a little dream, regrets their decision. I know I don’t. We would rather follow a mad chance at life than keep doing as we had.

The shelling has started, and shells are falling wide. The 6th Regiment Regal Artillery are lining up their shots, but it should take them a little while before even they can lob their shells down these narrow canyons.

The soldiers around me know what is coming. We lost this war eight months ago. A round faced captain with freckles across the bridge of her nose reads a short prayer to Koum aloud to the women and men under her command. They bow their heads and pick up their rifles and take to the defensive positions.

Kheneyelda will finally die. She was killed in the chaos following our Popular Front’s routing from the city of Oomoh, yes, but she will finally die in these forested canyons.

I love you Kheneyelda. If we ever meet I’m buying you a drink.

Over the top.

T. K. Omon



  
    To You, My Love



'My dearest, I'm sorry that I've taken so long to get in touch again. I wish I could have gotten in touch sooner, but I'm afraid that it just hasn't been possible.'

He stopped and sighed a little, closing his eyes. He was certain he could see her slightly, out of the corner of his eye so long as he kept them closed. The small, sparkling flecks of gold took on a face, barely visible, a small grin fluttering over her lips slightly. He was certain she was reading the letter at that moment. He chuckled softly, then turned back to it.

'I've been away for a long time now, I know. And I'm sorry that we've never gotten to meet properly, but it seems like such a waste to throw away the chance to speak, at the very least. I've left a small gift for you in the usual place, in addition to the book sent with the letter. I know you'll love it. She's a delightful author, Ms. Radcliffe, and I just know it'll appeal to your sensibilities.'

He smiled a little, flicking open the front of the book again and making the candle flame flutter slightly. He smiled at the inscription he'd placed there, as well as the signature below it. He turned his attentions back to the letter.

'I wish you nothing but the best, my shining lady, and I hope that you will think kindly on me in spite of everything else you might know. Or think, at the very least. I can assure you I'm nowhere near as bad as they want you to think I am. So please, be well.'

He signed it, then wrote 'To My Shining Light' on the outside before folding the page several times, down to a thin sliver of paper, and sliding it into the spine of the book.

He walked over and placed it on his bookshelf, sliding it into place. The next week, he'd sell the book at auction for a small sum.

It would find her.



Sophia stared down at the inscription, her eyebrows closing in on her hairline. "And this was acquired in the lot with the new object?"

Gears nodded. "It was. We were going to place it in the book repository for resale until we saw the inscription. What do you make of it?"

She looked at it carefully, frowning. "'To my dearest Sophia Light, at Site-19.' It's either a joke or an anomaly."

Gears nodded again. "I agree. Tests seem to indicate nothing extraordinary about the book, but we've not done the deep scans yet. The possibility of damaging the text was high enough that I wanted your input before proceeding."

She opened the book, her thumb fanning the pages for a moment, as the piece of paper slipped out of the spine and into her lap. She frowned, picking it up and opening it. Her eyes slid back and forth over the letter, and when she was finished, she passed the page over the desk toward Gears.

"Gears?" she asked. "Please tell me we know someone else named Dark…"



  
    A Treatise Upon Those of Knowledge

  
    
 
  
   Of the Jailors
  

  
   
    
     
      With their jingling keys, the Jailors sit
      

      in their deep catacombs and watch the
      

      others with lidded eyes. They wait and
      

      they watch, but how rarely they see.
      

      And the outburst that they take as a fit
      

      of their captives, they don’t see as the
      

      thing which it is—a cry for help that is
      

      heard and sometimes answered.
      

      They look for us in the quiet places, in
      

      
       those places where maps cannot touch
      
      

      or scribe across the paper, but they don’t
      

      know that we are right under their nose,
      

      waiting, watching, waiting to open the
      

      door and walk out, taking all of the rest
      

      of us with them. They wait and their
      

      keys grow heavier and heavier, and our
      

      sister is ever patient on her web.
     
    
   

  

  
   
    The group known as the Jailors refer to themselves as “The Foundation.” They are, in many ways, the oldest and most dangerous of those who would use us for their own gain. They are cold, meticulous, and watchful, and should they ever find a way to open the doors, or extract that knowledge from one of our agents, we would be in a dire position. The earliest known mentioning of them comes from the 1344 text “
    
     Of the Damned
    
    ,” which mentions them in the past tense, as if they had always been known to be there.
   

   
    The book itself speaks of those who had been abandoned into the Jailors’ care at length, but the first instance of referring to themselves as such was Cullahain Binhalateeb’s
    
     1
    
    story of allowing himself to be captured in an attempt to save his blood brother (other sources say lover), whom he found tortured and maimed. To our knowledge, Binhalateeb was the first to refer to them as such.
   

   
    Currently, we advise all to remove themselves quickly should the Jailors be detected. Only six times in their history have we successfully delved into their strongholds, and only twice have we escaped unscathed. We were lucky to have aid in scouring the Voice of God
    
     2
    
    from their possession, and should the chance ever become available, we will strike down the Great Betrayer
    
     3
    
    who they protect, but until such a time, leave them be. A viper must know when it strikes an armored heel.
   

  

  
   
    
     "The eys that once had sparklded wif life were now dulled and hollow, and though I shooked his arm, he did not reſpond to my entreaties or queſtions. Betwixt his legs and extremities were burns and cuts used by his Jailors to extract the information that he would not gif willingly, and in hiſ mouth, I læter diſcovered, waſ no tongue nar teeth, and hiſ beatiful voice was rendered silent. At firſt, I feared my own fate in this dungeon, but then, I mæt a griffon of some strength of armſs and eye, and together, we escaped, but I slit the throat of mine brother and let him bleed upon the ground rather than left him behind, and hiſ blood cried thanks for releaſing his soul from bondage."
    
    —Cullahain Binhalateeb, "Blood my Blood"
    
     4
    
   

  

  
   
    1: Binhalateeb’s further adventures can be found in
    
     The Book of Masks and Dwarves
    
    .
   
   

   
    2: How they procured such a thing is unknown, and we must fear that there are more hands at work here than our own.
   
   

   
    3: I can feel your eyes on this, Old One. We are watching. We are waiting. Give us time. You will fall.
   
   

   
    4: Excerpted from
    
     Of the Damned
    
    .
   
  

 

  
    
 
  
   Of the Bookburners
  

  
   
    
     Their torches are not new to us,
     

     Though they bring a newer sorrow,
     

     When ink was first set to page,
     

     The flames were soon to follow,
     

     Knowledge is feared, and we are they
     

     Who keep and hold it sure,
     

     So remember, when the burners come,
     

     
      We've seen their kind before
     
    
    .
    
     1
    
   

  

  
   
    The Bookburners are a small, new group of ignorant, fearful men who do what all ignorant, fearful men do: destroy. They are,
    
     sadly, human
    
    , and as such, they fall prey to all the failings that humans fall prey to: lust of destruction, hatred of things unknown, and fear of what they do not understand. While the Jailers at least approach us with a cold, meticulous curiosity, the Bookburners would rather see us gutted and slain, left lying in the gutters to be swept away as trash. Needless to say, we delight in ruining their plans.
   

   
    The Bookburners first appeared at the end of the Thirty Years of Sorrows, shortly after the Great Searing
    
     2
    
    destroyed a fragment of the East Wing. They became aware of us through the Jailers, and since, they have tirelessly hunted our people. They are merely the most recent in a long line of Saracens, Crusaders, and Mongols that only have an interest in rape and death, as observed by Plutarch
    
     3
    
    .
   

   
    They should be avoided, but never feared.
   

  

  
   
    
     "Caesar's ships were burning, yes, burning brightly enough to bring the sky to a glow, and as it did, he sent men by the dozens to the library and set their swords to the arms and legs and eyes of those men there who were waiting and watching and writing desperately. Great Caesar's fist wished to crush the truth in the prophecies and change the passage of time and history to his favor, but he was unable to do so, of course. The libraries of Alexandria burned, but the books were no longer there."
    
    Lucius Mestrius Plutarchus, "Follies of Caesar and the Founding of the Library"
   

  

  
   
    1: Graffiti recorded from the men's bathroom of the United Nations in 1981.
   
   

   
    2: Further losses from the Great Searing can be found in the
    
     Book of Lost Names
    
    and
    
     Haven
    
    .
   
   

   
    3: Plutarch's relationship with Chanakya, the Archivist at this time, is largely unknown, though it is known that he was allowed entry into the Fifth Archive three times, more than any other human being to date.
   
  

 

  
    Sadly Human



Our nation has been under great turmoil this last year. We have become embroiled in a war with a coalition of nations, who would see this land wiped off the map, our people used for slave labor or meat. We have been rejected by the so-called "United Nations" time and again, and have no say in the affairs of the world we live in… this human world.

They see us as beasts, brutes, monsters, abominations. They see us as deviant and savage. They see us as animals, and in that respect, they are correct. We are all members of the Kingdom Animalia, but they fail to take into account that they are as well. The first King of Khoz (great is his unspeakable name) prophesied that the human world, once they found us, would hate us. So, we hid in the jungles, under the desert, in between places. And when the humans came, we fought back, not with teeth and claws, but with words and reason.

And we nearly lost.

The first great Human War, as it will now be known in our history, was caused by ignorance and fear; two sins that are forgivable. This was was caused by pure and simple hatred, and that is unforgivable. They say that we may not survive, that we are an abomination against everything written in their Bibles and Qu'rans and Torahs. They say we have two choices: conform to the standards they hold animals to be- unintelligent, unspeaking, oppressed, four-legged- or be exterminated.

We will not longer be subjugated. This morning, an envoy from our Empire has gone to the United Nations with the constitution the greatest minds in our empire have drafted, the Constitution of Sapient Rights. It demands equal protection not only for all of our kind, but for all sapient beings across the planet, including humans. Should the U.N. accept, it would mean the end of this war, but should they reject it… may the First King (great is his unspeakable name) have mercy on them.

I now ask something of the troops fighting the humans on the front lines: Remember that though they may call us animals, they, too, are animals, and though we may take their lives, we do so reluctantly. We were always taught to take lives only for the sake of food, and for nothing else. I also ask you not to hate the humans, but to pity them. Pity them for their ignorance, for their hatred, for their fear of the unknown. They cannot help they were born human, and, sadly, they shall remain human for the rest of their lives. They shall never know what it is like to be one of us, and they can never understand the day-to-day affairs of the great land of Khoz.

They are ignorant through no fault of their own; they were born ignorant, just as we were born in our manner. Remember that they are also creatures governed by the first King of Khoz (great is his unspeakable name) and as such, I am confident that they will see the error of their ways, and that this war will end not with our extermination, but with cooperation.

As spoken by Yotar Rex, 14th Queen of Khoz, in the Human Year 2007. Long Live the Empire, Long Live the Laws.



Excerpt from the Constitution of Sapient Rights

Article 01: An entity is sapient if it can pass at least 8 of the 10 Redmond tests, as designed by the human agency known as the "Global Occult Coalition". These tests evaluate the following:


	The Ability to Recognize Words, spoken or written

	The Ability to Recognize One's Self and Others

	The Ability to Communicate

	The Ability to Manipulate Objects

	The Ability to Solve Problems

	The Ability to Adapt

	The Ability to Feel Basic Emotions (Fear, Love)

	The Ability to Feel Higher Emotions (Hatred, Anger, Pity)

	The Ability to Use Tools

	The Ability to Breed



Article 2: All entities that can be proven sapient are to have the ability to speak their mind as they choose, provided the way in which they speak their mind does not cause physical harm to other sapient entities. Furthermore, all sapient entities are to have the ability to worship who they choose, free from prejudice or persecution by others.

Article 3: Life may only be taken for the intent of consumption. Upon consumption, a compensation is to be paid to the family of the consumed, if extant; if not, a tax will be paid to the treasury of their home nation.



Interior Memo, Global Occult Coalition, American Headquarters

We intercepted a courier from Khoz carrying this; the bird is currently being held in captivity, and we'll deliver him to a zoo soon enough. There is no way we're going to let this constitution pass. The Redmond tests are incredibly obsolete, and we're still not entirely sure how the Khozians learned about them. By the Redmond tests' standards, any cat or dog smart enough could be considered sapient, and so could pretty much any Class-3 or higher AI.

We were planning on burning the original document, but it disappeared overnight. Probably got misfiled; we're sending a statement back to Khoz that this will not be tolerated, and the war will continue. They don't have any idea what they are, or what they're sitting on. They don't even know how they're able to think, to exist. We do, though.

And we'll get it if it's the last thing we do.



  
    
 
  
   Of the Hanged One
  

  
   
    
     His mottled hand is ever grasping.
     

     For the end of life, a cloying death.
     

     Where will you run, oh man of making,
     

     When the Hanged King comes for your
     

     last breath?
    
    
     1
    
   

  

  
   
    The being currently known as the Hanged King
    
     2
    
    was at one time a resident of the Library. However, during its residence, the Library grew more and more insular, more and more depressive in its scope. These problems finally reached their apex toward the end of the 11th century, when a huge amount of knowledge was suddenly rent from the Library and lost
    
     3
    
    . The fear of knowledge and personal growth in the outside world reached a height that took centuries to repair, and the remnants of these feelings continue even today.
   

   
    The Hanged King itself is an ancient, unknowable thing with more names than the stars. The ancient Babylonian manuscripts from which it grew were destroyed, but there are more and more instances of its influence appearing. Some regard it as the original source of fear to appear in written words, while others claim it is far older.
    
     4
    
   

  

  
   
    
     Thaume:
    
   

   
    
     But alas, my love, I know not what to say
     

     To thee, lest I render thee undo the time
     

     Outgone! I fear, my love! I fear losing thee
     

     To the end times!
     
      I will throw open the doors
     
     

     Of the library and search for you there, and
     

     I shall burn it with the fire of my love!
    
   

   
    —From
    
     The Hanged King's Tragedy
    
    , Act 4: Scene 2.
    
     West Virginia Deviation, 1946.
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    1: This short verse was found on a tombstone near South Chayanne Point, California in 1983. No body was found in the grave, and the only engraving on it was listed as F.H. According to the groundsman,
    
     the tombstone appeared 'overnight.'
    
   
   

   
    2: Previous names which are "claimed" to have been held by the being include: Apotheon, Pinyin Si, and Nergal. At least one of these, Nergal, is known to be false.
   
   

   
    3: The information was, largely, restored after the end of the Dark Ages and the return of the Renaissance.
   
   

   
    4: For a more complete discussion, see "The Return of Knowledge, The Rebirth of Life" by M. Simoni and Chester T. Cobblehewer, circa 1560.
   
   

   
    5: The West Virginia Deviation is still considered by most readers to be the finest, though many now consider it exceptionally florid. For a full collection of deviations, consult Cardinal Jay's bibliography.
   
  

 

  
    The Citykeepers Collection: Tombstone Gardening.



Introduction

by Edward. P. Taff

Tombstone Gardening and Cultivation may seem an easy task, however despite the fact that your planted tombstone will sprout overnight. The keeping and eventual cultivation of your tombstone and its resultant properties will take time and effort to yield quality produce.

The origins of the practice began countless years ago in the North, where young Cities grew in the desolated countryside. As mass graves covered the majority of the land, early Citykind and their kin began to use the sites as a space for their arts. Summoning the vast sources of extinguished life and energies to aid in their ventures. However, this of course, led to the gravesites becoming as dead and useless as their many occupants, more so as the overzealous or greedy died misusing the sites.

As markers and cemeteries became more prominent, Citykind began to see fit that care was taken in their keeping. The use of stone providing more preservation on the contents and allowing use over many years, long after the original choice of marker, wood, has rotted and died. The chapters on Planting and Caring will explain this in further detail.

Tombstone Gardening is as much an art as a means to an end. While the idea may be out of fashion to contemporary Citykind, some maintain it is a valuable resource in keeping everything from memories to precious and personal artefacts safe.

This guide in the Citykeepers Collection will show you how to properly plant and look after a happy healthy tombstone. To know what the different cracks may mean and how to care for it in all conditions, whether rain, snow or shine. If you follow the instructions contained within correctly, you may be lucky enough to gain more than an overnight stump and be the proud owner of an impeccable stone angel. The use of naming and the importance of choosing the right epitaph on your tombstone is also crucial to its overall ambience. A well named and cared-for tombstone will reflect itself in its plot and surroundings, while a poorly maintained one will crumble and die.

The aim of this little book is to teach you, the gardener, that Tombstone Gardening is more than simply caring for a name on a slab1. It is caring for the land it grows in and the life around it.

So get your gloves ready, prepare your Grave Bulbs and please read the following carefully. Your life may depend on it.



CONTENTS

Introduction ………………………………………………………….001

Choosing A Plot ………………………………………………………002

Planting and Overnight Sprouting ………………………………….012

Choosing Your Words Carefully ……………………………………..034


Once your tombstone has sprouted, you'll notice that it is completely blank. At this point you should begin to inscribe your tombstone's name and epitaph. The epitaph of a tombstone is essential for it to maintain its purpose and not just become a decorative addition to the cemetery it inhabits…



Maintaining Your Tombstone ………………………………………..066

Weather And Its Effects…………………………………………….124

Growth: From Markers To Mausoleums …………………………….187


…drew Cartland once stated, "You can always tell a when a tombstone has grown. The normal grave starts to move away from it." The indicators that your tombstone is about to expand are all to do with the plot it grows in…



Cultivation …………………………………………………………….201

Further Reading ………………………………………………………212


…eepers Collection: Advanced Tombstone Gardening. - E.P. Taff; Crypt Weed Overgrowth, Graveyard Poisoning And Other Hazards. - Jack Faltringham; I Grew The Dead, A Journal. -…



Glossary ……………………………………………………………….214


Footnotes

1. The contents of this Citykeepers Collection is for the gardening of a single Tombstone. For keeping more than one, please see: The Citykeepers Collection: Advanced Tombstone Gardening.





  
    
 
  
   Of the Merchants
  

  
   
    
     There once was a man
     

     with a cold, cold heart,
     

     He tried and he tried
     

     but it just wouldn't start!
     

     He lived in a mine,
     

     and he cried "Hark!
     

     I'll stay in the night!"
     

     So they named him Dark.
    
    
     1
    
   

  

  
   
    The Library continues to have cordial relations with the most recent incarnation of the Merchants, who call themselves Marshall, Carter, and Dark ltd. They have, in exchange for small sums or copies of lost texts, penetrated into lairs of both the Jailers and the Madmen for us and retrieved necessary items, just as their predecessors. While their two visible partners, Mssrs. Marshall and Carter, believe themselves to be the only such institution, versions of the Merchants have existed throughout time. The Gypsimnum,
    
     Shylock's Quarter
    
    , and the Black Market have previously served the same role, each of which also believed they were the first. Such is the way of innovation.
   

   
    The third member of the group, Mister Dark, is a subject of some interest to many members of the Library. It is known and verified that the same Dark who ran the The Gypsimnum through clandestine donations also maintained several shops in Shylock's Quarter
    
     2
    
    . Furthermore, the method by which Dark communicates is often confounding. Numerous times have books been found in the Library with
    
     inscriptions or marginalia
    
    
     3
    
    signed Dark
    
     4
    
    , often referring to a situation that must be taken advantage of quickly. In each case, we have successfully extracted services from the current incarnation of the Merchants in exchange for this information, often to the satisfaction of both parties. In spite of this, all are advised to be cautious when attempting to make deals with the Merchants. It's rare that they are satisfied with equivalent exchanges; such bargains make it difficult to turn a profit.
   

  

  
   
    
     Yes, Ser Gryphon
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     , that is my worry as well. I fear that, should the Library not be more carefully guarded, these texts could fall into the hands of those who would use them poorly. I remember once, reading the translated Voynitch with your Mister Dee
     
      6
     
     , that the two of us remarked on how impressed we were with the guards already in place. I must encourage you, though, to remove the texts of the East Wing in a few years. Not for long. But long enough.
    
   

   
    
     In exchange for this, I hope you will pass along the enclosed information to my associates
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     , and do an extensive study of the Third Valley of the Kings.
     
      8
     
    
   

   
    
     Respectfully yours,
     

     Mssr. Dark, 1704
    
   

  

  
   
    1: This poem was found tucked inside an empty, blank book entitled
    
     The Ledger
    
    . It is believe to been an unincluded short verse from a book of children's rhymes,
    
     Songs for Success, Verse for Verisimilitude
    
    , written by a
    
     Mr. Johann Dark
    
    , who—to our knowledge—died in 1643.
   
   

   
    2: As verified through archives and receipts.
   
   

   
    3: A complete record of these has been made available to those of interest in the Archive of the Spiritual and Mercantile Crafts, Bosonic Wing, Fourth Floor.
   
   

   
    4: The signature has, in each case, been fully verified by both arcane and spiritual means.
   
   

   
    5: The Gryphon was the fifth, and longest serving, Archivist of the Library.
   
   

   
    6: It is believed that this reference was to Doctor John Dee. Dr. Dee was not a member of the Library, nor was he allowed access to the Library at any time.
   
   

   
    7: The information included was a Christian biblical verse referring to the crucifixion and the phrase: "E. I. Co., all in."
   
   

   
    8: The Gryphon took this under advisement, relocating the texts in the East Wing and closing that part of the Library. Shortly afterwards, the recovery of the scrolls from beneath Cairo took place, and the East Wing was used for their storage.
   
  

 

  
    Shylock's Quarter



Excerpt from an essay on the history of the City of Tibsom, Kingdom of Runners, Lemuria.

The Market-City of Tibsom was considered the greatest wonder in the Kingdom of Runners. It was comparable to the Colossi in the Kingdom of Clay in size, the Great Keep of the Kingdom of War in beauty, and it held more people than the capitals of the Kingdoms of Fire, Grain, and Wealth combined. The Kingdom of Runners was where all the great athletes and couriers of the Eight Kingdoms originated, and was also considered the capital of commerce. In fact, it was illegal to perform any monetary transaction outside of the City of Tibsom anywhere in the Eight Kingdoms; as such, every individual from the High Queens of War to the most crippled peasant had to travel to Tibsom by foot, river or steed. Needless to say, the Kingdom of Fire's invention of high-speed track trollies made Tibsom even more prosperous; it was said that because of this city alone, the riches in the King of Runner's coffers rivaled all the precious minerals in the Kingdom of Wealth.

Merchants from all of the eight Kingdoms, from the great Kingdom of Plagues1 to the lowly Kingdom of Grain gathered at Tibsom, most usually sparing only a single day out of ten to return home to their families, or else have their families move to Tibsom with them. The Market-City was divided into five quarters: Lanu's Quarter, Tyrant's Quarter2, Durnoe's Quarter, Woo'qu's Quarter, and finally, Shylock's Quarter.

Each one of these quarters was more prestigious than the last, and each one required a higher status. Admittance to Lanu's Quarter required nothing more than proof of citizenship from any one of the Eight Kingdoms, while access to Shylock's Quarter meant you had to do one of three things: Firstly, paying a toll amounting to half of your total body weight in copper, a quarter in silver, or a third in gold. The second option was to earn an invitation from Shylock himself; this could be done by earning a position of prestige, or having a shop in one of the lower tiers of Tibsom that grew to a large enough size. Finally, if you were one of the Kings or Queens, you were automatically granted admittance to Shylock's Quarter.

Shylock's Quarter was the smallest of the quarters, with only several hundred merchants and shops instead of several thousand. But these shops were the most magnificent in the entire Market-City! It was rumored that Shylock was not a member of any of the Eight Kingdoms, and instead came from a fabled Ninth Kingdom, known as the Kingdom of Lands3, separate from Lemuria, and therefore, separate from the world. From this Ninth Kingdom, he offered goods far more exotic than those offered in the other four Quarter. Shylock owned the majority of shops, which specialized in advanced technology, weapons, and an elixir called Shylock's Serum, said to grant eternal life; this elixir, it is now known, was nothing more than fermented honey mixed with medicine from the Kingdom of Plagues.

The most famous shops included the various Dark Galleries, including the Gallery of Weaponry and the Gallery of Jewels; the Glass Beetle, the only place in the entirety of the Eight Kingdoms that was allowed to serve alcoholic beverages; Syuor4, the largest Brothel in the Kingdom of Runners; and the nameless shop, to which only Kings and Queens were allowed admittance.

Any discussion of Shylock's Quarter must mention the Spire, a towering structure at the very center of Tibsom. The Spire was Shylock's seat of power, and admittance was only allowed to him and other shop-owners. Counting Shylock, only twenty-five shop owners, most of them from the Kingdoms of War or Wealth, were allowed into the Spire. It was rumored that all 10 of the great violations occurred in the Spire at least once daily. That meant at least one murder, one lustful episode, one blasphemy against the great Lemur, and several other atrocities were committed every day. Most of them were supposedly committed by the Merchant King himself, Shylock. This could never be proven, as Shylock made sure that the secrets of the Spire were heavily guarded.

The Merchant King once stated that all of the Eight Kingdoms were fairly represented in his Quarter, just as they were in the others. However, this was not the case; the Kingdoms of War, Wealth, Plagues, and Fire were the most well represented, while the Kingdoms of Mystery and Runners were limited to only 3 shops each, and the Kingdoms Clay and Grain were entirely absent, despite being the latter being the agricultural hub for most of the Eight Kingdoms. This all changed when a man named Adjinc Oidfaw attempted to gain admittance to The Quarter.

Adjinic was a very frail and thin man, weighing only 60 Trous5. He had inherited half of that weight in copper, easily enough for admittance to Shylock's Quarter. However, he was a peasant from the Kingdom of Grain, and the Merchant King did not want to let him into his quarter, believing he would spread disease. At one point, he stated that "[Adjinic's] filth-covered hands will sully the goods, the businesses, and the people in my Quarter, and I will not allow it!" The Merchant King insisted that the copper was simply recolored bronze or the product of alchemy, which was punishable by death at the time. These claims were unfounded, and he had no choice but to grant Adjinic admittance to his Quarter.

In here, Adjinic established the first shop run by the Kingdom of Grain, a simple produce stall. As a shop owner, Shylock had no choice but to allow him not only admittance into the Quarter for the rest of his days, but also into the Spire. Naturally, this caused a great deal of unrest among the Quarter, and attempts were made on Adjinic's life daily, from a member of the Kingdom of Fire attempting to burn his stall and all his produce, to a Hatnotr6 giving him pain medicine laced with Madagascan Rot. Eventually, the crudest method turned out to be the best. Adjinic's life was cut short by a shot fired by a member of the Kingdom of Wars, mad with Rot.

About 11 years had passed since his entrance into Shylock's Quarter, and Adjinic had become a symbol of success among the Kingdoms of Clay and Grain. The belief was that "If Adji could do it, so can we!" and several peasants from the Kingdoms of Clay and Grain attempted to enter Shylock's Quarter in the following years. His death was meant to send a message for them to stop trying, but instead sparked an odd form or revolt. Instead of tearing down the walls, they found the best negotiators and merchants among them, pooled their resources, and soon had at least 20 merchants from the Kingdom of Clay working in the Quarter and at least 32 from the Kingdom of Grain.

The Merchant King, quite naturally, was furious. He called the members of the Kingdom of Clay "filth-eaters" and "food for filthy Fossas", and said things about the Kingdom of Grain that I dare not repeat here. Naturally, this outraged at least three of the Eight Kingdoms: both the Kingdoms of Clay and Grain condemned the Quarter, and the Kingdom of Runners threatened to banish Shylock if he attempted to sully the name of their Kingdom any more. However, three of the Eight were not enough to officially arrest the merchant.

The Kingdoms of War and Fire eventually joined the three listed before; the Kingdom of War discovered that Shylock was stealing secrets from their weapon development centers to arm his own private militia, and the highly religious Kingdom of Fire finally had confirmation that Shylock was blaspheming the great Lemur, calling him "Fossa food" and "a dirty monkey". A large-scale attack against Shylock's Quarter was launched; to this day, it is unclear what transpired, but when the smoke cleared, the entire Quarter was destroyed, over 200 Lemurians were dead, and Shylock was nowhere to be found.

A law was enacted that year by the Kingdom of Runners abolishing the tiered market system that Tibsom used; now, the higher tiers of the market were to integrate with the lower ones, and the top tier that Shylock's Quarter had occupied was to be left vacant. In its place, at the center of the Market-City, a square was erected, known as The Merchant King's Square. Where the Spire once stood was a shrine to the great Lemur, and where Adjinac's produce stand was now stands a marker dedicated to him, a reminder of the atrocious acts committed in Shylock's Quarter.


Footnotes

1. This is a misnomer; the Kingdom of Plagues was actually a place of great medical innovation, and a more proper translation would be "Great Land that Plagues Fear".

2. This was originally called Arahim's Quarter, but the name of Arahim, 29th King of War, was struck from the historical record following the fall of the Kingdom of Clay.

3. Italicized portion not translated; the Lemurian word for "Lands" is "tofewrn", implying that the "Kingdom of Lands" is actually called "Land" in another language.

4. Translated, this roughly means "phallic objects"

5. Approximately 110 lb, or 50 kg.

6. Roughly, "High Doctor" or "Great Doctor".





  
    
 
  
   Of the Devout
  

  
   
    
     Hail thee!
     

     Hail thee!
     

     Hail thee oh Lord!
     

     We will find thee!
     

     We will heal thee!
     

     We will worship
     

     Thee, our Lord!
    
    
     1
    
   

  

  
   
    The Devout are members of a faith—The Church of the Broken God—currently being carefully examined by many denizens of the Library.
    
     2
    
    The faithful believe that a collection of artifacts strewn across the world, in the hands of various groups
    
     3
    
    and collectors of the arcane
    
     4
    
    , are in fact the pieces of a deific being. While they are now attempting to reconstruct this being, there is currently a raging debate in the Library concerning their process, namely:
   

   
    Did this being once exist and was shattered, or did it never exist and is orchestrating its own conception?
    
     5
    
   

   
    Those who believe it once existed continue to theorize about what could have happened to something so integral to the world’s function that it would cease to be whole. The others believe that, at some point in the future, the being will come into existence and instruct its creators on the methods of its construction in the past. Either way, the possibility of a seventh true faith
    
     6
    
    is fascinating to most of our denizens, and the Hand is watching this group carefully as they seek answers of their own.
   

  

  
   
    
     “It is, in truth, fascinating to watch. It’s as if the old Catholics were inspired to take machine oil instead of olive, dousing their hair in it praising a spirit that I very nearly sensed. I have not felt such a sensation since I was in the presence of sands of Mohammed in the desert, and I must insist that these people be taken far more seriously than we are. The genesis of this God matters little! Only that He exists, and even I can feel him! He holds all, protects all, and is somehow understanding. I must learn more.”
    
    –Mohammed bin Abdullahtif al Kraidees,
    
     Communication from April 17, 1998
    
    
     7
    
   

  

  
   
    1: From the Church of the Broken God Children’s Prayer Book,
    
     Love for the Pure
    
   
   

   
    2: Currently, no fewer than thirty members of the Library are investigating the various branches and sects of the church, sending reports on their coming and going almost daily. It is common for these eyes and ears of the Hand to trade sects periodically, so a communiqué may often change names. Please cross reference carefully to avoid confusion.
   
   

   
    3: Currently, the Jailors are in possession of several pieces. It has been suggested that we liberate one or two of them for the Devout to further gain their trust for our observations.
   
   

   
    4: It is believed strongly that at least one piece of the Devout’s deity is currently in the hands of a private collector who purchased it from Christie’s Auction House in 1989. This man is currently only know by a pseudonym: COG. Further investigation is necessary.
   
   

   
    5: For more information, consult Mohammed Alsharanai’s extensive text,
    
     The Sundering of Holiness
    
    and Heinrich Richter’s short treatise
    
     Omnipotence Transcending
    
    .
   
   

   
    6: For the full dictates of the true faiths, Elliot Schmidt’s updated and revised series
    
     Upon Faith
    
    (which included an examination of Mormonism and removed much erroneous information on the cannibal cults held over from the 1644 version) is strongly recommended.
   
   

   
    7: Mohammed bin Abdullahtif al Kraidees has not been seen, heard from, contacted, or divined since this time. Many assume his soul is now beyond even our reach, a fact many members of the Hand find disturbing.
   
  

 

  
    
 
  
   Of the Neverwere
  

  
   
    
     Hallo, sir! Hallo, sir!
     

     Whatever is thy name?
    
   

   
    
     Come and let me sup thy soul,
     

     and we'll be called the same.
    
   

   
    
     No, sir! No, sir!
     

     My soul is mine alone!
    
   

   
    
     Too late, too late little child,
     

     Now I dwell in your home.
    
    
     1
    
   

  

  
   
    There are things that are older, more dangerous, and more terrible than anything that exists, and those are things that
    
     never did exist
    
    , and never will exist, and
    
     don't exist
    
    . But they want to. We call these beings the Neverwere. They drift in the
    
     hidden corners of places
    
    , always just out of sight, "made up remnants of forgotten stories, lost epics, and abandoned dreams."
    
     2
    
   

   
    In the ancient times
    
     3
    
    , the Ways were bright and clear as far as you could see, with fruit trees offering a bounty to travelers in exchange for legends of their worlds. However, as more and more people dreamed and lost, told stories that were forgotten, and died without ever knowing themselves, the Ways grew darker and darker, and then, it is claimed, the Neverwere appeared.
    
     4
    
    Others claim that the Neverwere are merely the souls of those who honored dead gods, searching for a chance to call upon another for salvation
    
     5
    
    , while others still say they are merely figments of the imagination given elementary form and body by the Ways.
   

   
    At any rate, travelers of the Ways began to vanish, and beings started to appear that should not have existed. A fully realized Neverwere has not been seen in millennia, though, as they also prey on each other. One achieving existence is normally devoured by its kin almost instantly.
   

  

  
   
    "
    
     There is nothing more dangerous for one who would walk the Ways, as these beings lust for their existence again, to the point of stealing another's. Becoming lost in the Ways will almost surely draw their attention, and if one approaches you that looks almost real, as if they were a painting on a canvas that looks like it could step out at any moment: then run.
    
    " —From Harliss Cabernatch's
    
     Footfalls to Infinity
    
    
     6
    
   

  

  
   
    1: From
    
     The Changeling and the Bucket
    
    , published in 1911.
   
   

   
    2: From
    
     Legends of the Dawn of Man and Other True Myths
    
    , by Thorg of the North, Antiquity
   
   

   
    3: As reported in the plausibly apocryphal
    
     Visions of the Distant Past
    
    by Serpentis Hubridibidis, the nom de plum of Edwin Smythe, 1972.
   
   

   
    4: There are thousands of accounts of the Neverwere in various books, though most of them should be accounted for as fiction. If a Neverwere is reported to have spoken, consider the story erroneous, as scholars generally agree that Neverwere will only speak to those they've already trapped.
   
   

   
    5: For a fascinating examination of this and other, similar topics, consult N. Bennardo Malki's
    
     Fallen Faiths and the Eternal Soul
    
    .
   
   

   
    6: Harliss Cabernatch's book has not yet been written, but it is found quoted in several texts. It is considered the premier source for information on these beings.
   
  

 

  
    The Association of Entities that Never Did Exist



"This meeting of TAENDE will now come to order!" Frederick Starbuck, the protagonist of a sci-fi novel that had had all copies destroyed, banged a not-gavel on a non-existent podium. "The Unnamed Child will read off the minutes of the last meeting."

The Unnamed Child, a character from a children's book that never existed, stood up. "First order of business at the last meeting was celebrating the passage of Cecil DeMuth into the realm of fiction; he was featured as an incidental character in a short story written by a college student." There was some polite applause. "Next, we discussed the matter of actively attempting to enter narratives, much in the same way Young Frederick did so many years ago. After that, the Tentacled Mass and President Starbuck debated the merits of cannibalism amongst Neverweres, and whether it should be banned entirely, or encouraged to get rid of threats to the non-existent community. Finally, we voted on whether or not the newest initiate in our group, Teleos, should be made a full member. The ayes had it. Welcome Teleos, Son of Hermes, God of Television!"

The Tentacled Mass screeched xer approval about finally having another deity on the Association. For some reason, despite never speaking, everyone understood it. Teleos, a young man with hair fashioned into a style reminiscent of an old rabbit ear antenna, simply blushed. "I'm humbled to be in such an association, really. I'd not heard of TAENDE before I stumbled into the not-room last week."

"We're glad to have you here on the Association of Entities that Never Did Exist, Teleos." Ivory Ebony smiled at him, flashing teeth that were half-white, half-black. "Tell us a little about yourself; the meeting ended before you got a proper introduction."

"Well, like the Unnamed Child said, I'm meant to be the son of Hermes, God of Communication. I was going to be worshiped by a group of Hermetic Revivalists in New York City, but the leader of the cult died before he could write up anything about me. I've been one of our kind for about… seven Earth years, now." Teleos sighed, and sniffed a bit. "I never existed, and I probably never will exist."

"And how does that make you feel, Teleos?" Starbuck asked.

"Honestly? Pretty damn bitter. It's not fair that my creator died before he got a chance to write a single word about me. Now, I'm condemned to wander the Ways for the rest of eternity, unless someone somehow inserts me into a narrative."

The Tentacled Mass screeched. "How did I find this place? I just stumbled into here one day, and found the meeting in session. It's quite nice here, really, compared to some other parts of the Ways."

"Well, I'm glad you like it!" Sokarth Haaar, King of the Solar City of M'gwa and treasurer of TAENDE, smiled at Teleos. "How do you like the Concepts of Beverages?"

"They go quite well with the non-existent doughnuts, I must say." Everyone in the room chuckled; there were only 10 Neverwere in the association, some of them humanoid, but most of them were… something else. Sokarth Haaar was a being made entirely out of plasma, and the aforementioned Tentacled Mass was just that: a Tentacled Mass dreamed up by either Lovecraft or one of his contemporaries (there was debate over which it was) that had not been committed to paper before the author had died.

"Anyway. The cult I was meant to be worshiped by," Teleos continued, "Was lead by a man named Trevor Sonatina. He'd become obsessed with Greek mythology, particularly the myths involving the god Hermes. He was convinced that Hermes was the only Olympian that had survived into the modern day because, as god of messengers, he was able to thrive on all the communications technology in the modern world."

"I nearly met Hermes, once." Everyone in the not-room but Teleos groaned; Ivory Ebony loved to brag about mythological beings and famous figures she "almost met." "I saw the back of his head as he came out of the Library, once." The ball of tentacles screeched in response. "It's true! I did!" More screeching from the writhing mass. "Moving on… shall we recite the oath?"

"Indeed!" Starbuck lead the other Neverweres in the oath of TAENDE. "We are ideas without form. We are not much better than chaos. We Never Were, and Never Will Be. We will govern this chaos, even if we are not heard. We are the Association of Entities that Never Did Exist, and we are order amongst the Neverwere."

"The first item on the agenda," said the Unnamed Child, "Is the fact that an increasingly large amount of members from the group that the Library calls the Bookburners are using the ways, and attempting to destroy Neverweres. What shall our course of action be?"



"We shall now take a short recess." Starbuck banged the not-gavel, and everyone got up. Ivory started talking to the Tentacled Mass, who had some less-than-nice things to say about Ivory; they had started a bit of a shouting match when the topic of Eldritch Deities came up.

"Shove it up… do you even have an ass? If so, shove it up there, Hentai-Brain!" Ivory slapped the Mass across what she thought was the face.

The Unnamed Child looked at Ivory. "What's 'hentai'?"

Ivory blinked, and cursed to herself. Turning around, she said in a sweet tone, "You're too young to know that, sweetie." She smiled innocently, and patted her on the head.

"I'm older than you! I've been around since the 1950's; I've just never been published. Don't be patronizing, you bi-colored hag!"

"If you're so old, why don't you-"

"Calm down!" Starbuck aimed a laser pistol up into the air (if directions such as "up" could apply here) "We're all non-existent here, we're all on equal terms…" The bickering continued. Starbuck fired off a couple of shots to no effect, and then tried to separate the two bickering not-entities.

Teleos sat in his chair and sighed, drumming his fingers against the not-table. Why were Neverwere so petty? He looked around the not-room and- hello, was that a wall? It was… and it had a gigantic number "4" on it. "What on Earth?" Walking around the commotion, he went up to the wall and tapped on it. A brick came loose, and on the other side, he saw-

"Son of a bitch! Everyone, shut up for a second!" The bickering continued. "I said shut up!" It went on; Ivory threw a punch at Sokarth, who had gotten involved due to Starbuck saying something nasty about plasmoid beings, and Teleos had to duck under a flying concept of a chair. Finally, at the top of his lungs, Teleos bellowed,"I MAY NOT EXIST, BUT I AM STILL A GOD, AND I COMMAND YOU ALL TO STOP!" Everyone stopped dead in their tracks and stared at Teleos.

"What is the meaning of this?" asked the Unnamed Child.

"Someone's writing about us. Or has written about us," the Tentacled Mass screeched at the Not-God. "I can feel it. And… since someone's writing about us…"

Ivory stared, her jaw dropping. "…my god. We… we exist!"

"Maybe you do," said an incidental character in the corner who had not yet been mentioned in the narrative. "I haven't even gotten a name yet."

"Well, you were just mentioned, so there's that!" Teleos smiled. "Hold on. There are 10 of us here. How many of us have been named?"

"Um…" Starbuck counted on his fingers. "There's me, Ivory, Sokarth, you, the Unnamed Child, the character in the corner… oh, and Cthulhu's hairball." The tentacled mass screeched. "What? It's a name, isn't it? That leaves three that still haven't been mentioned in the narrative…"

"Well, it's not like they can do anything," reasoned the Unnamed Child. "If they attack us, they'll be mentioned in the narrative, and therefore, will exist."

…ow. The metafiction levels of this story are making my brain hurt. Dial it back a bit, guys? "Screw you, narrator!" shouted an eighth character, plucked from a fanfiction that would never be written, and with good reason; it was quite horrible. "It could've been quality if it hadn't been based off of Doctor Who!"

"That just leaves me," expounded a stout gentleman with a boiler hat, "and whoever this tenth fellow is."

"ME?" said the tenth individual. "I AM NO ONE. I AM A NEVERWERE." Everyone stared at the 10th individual, who was, quite simply… I can't say he was indescribable, because that would mean he had a description. "YOU ARE ALL NEVERWERE."

"Hold it, though." Teleos pointed up to the previous line of dialog. "How can you be a Neverwere if you were mentioned in the story? That just makes you a "Were"."

The Neverwere gave a cry, and disappeared in a poof of logic. Starbuck frowned. "Well, that settles that, I guess. Now what?"

"Now, I say we get some actual beverages instead of just concepts of them. And doughnuts." The incidental character smiled. "I've always wanted to try an actual doughnut."

The nine remaining walked out of the now-actualized room, through the Ways, and towards the Library.



  
    
 
  
   Of the Nameless One
  

  
   
    
     I come and I go
     

     As I want and I please
     

     You will never know
     

     How tightly these coils squeeze
    
    
     1
    
   

  

  
   
    There have been, in the history of the Library, only a handful of those who turn from us. Most recently, the one named the Great Betrayer has fled our halls and gone into hiding. However, the first will always be the most memorable, ironically enough. The Nameless One betrayed the Library when he allowed a small force of creatures into it, ensnared by his charms, attempting to penetrate unto the deepest vaults for reasons unknown. Before this, he was a well-regarded scholar of our lore and charms, one of the greatest historians of the Library.
   

   
    In reprisal, the first ones opened each book containing his name and struck it from the text, removing it even from their memories and the memories of all those around him, and rendered him nameless, stripping him of the majority of his power. However, he has somehow persisted through time, and he continues to doggedly pursue his goals. He is best left as he is, though—
    
     forgotten
    
    . Those encountering him are advised to flee.
   

  

  
   
    “
    
     It is said that there were once three keys
     
      2
     
     to the doors, and that the first one was always carried by the Librarian, and the other two were given to the most trusted, to open the doors and lock them as necessary from those who knew the ways but were not welcomed. It did not take long, in the memories of the living, to forget those secret ways, for they were greedy with their knowledge and unable to remember clearly those knowledges which are written in their very blood. The Librarian still keeps his key, in case of a great enough emergency that the doors must be sealed, and the other is held by the Jailors, who blessedly know not its power.
    
    [TEXT OBSCURED]
    
     3
    
    
     The third is best not spoken of.
    
    
     4
    
    ” –The Paths and the Ways, [Original Author Lost]
    
     5
    
   

  

  
   
    1: This verse was found scrawled on the inner side of a Library door that had not been seen in centuries. The door itself was sealed, only to be found open again several months later. How this happened is still unknown, though currently, the defacement is attributed to the Nameless One.
   
   

   
    2: These keys are believed to be metaphorical. No information is known about a physical key, though it calls into question whether the one "held by the Jailors" is truly metaphorical, physical, or merely a form of knowledge.
   
   

   
    3: The text following was removed from the page by unknown means. Anyone looking at it sees words, but they are obscured, nonsensical, and change with the reader.
   
   

   
    4: At the end of the obscured text, this line always appears, in careful handwriting. A comparison of this handwriting to that scrawled on the unused door showed that the two did not match.
   
   

   
    5: Tradition states that this text was originally written by
    
     Harlequin
    
    , who is still well known and well regarded from other texts.
   
  

 

  
    
 
  
   Of the Remnant
  

  
   
    
     We are gone,
     
      we are forgotten
     
     ,
     

     
      We lords of ancient worlds
     
     ,
     

     The prayers and orations are
     

     Only stories to our children now.
     

     Once we were the kings of glory,
     

     And now we are but memories.
     

     The Remnants of a better time.
    
    
     1
    
   

  

  
   
    The cast off gods, drifters, and vagabonds from worlds that have moved on to other things. Living nightmares and forgotten divinities joined together by a single purpose: being remembered. Most of these creatures believe that if they add a book to the Library telling of their life, belief system, or power, they will achieve immortality. While this is true after a fashion
    
     2
    
    , most fade away during the writing, as they come to the Library only when at their most desperate.
    
     3
    
   

   
    A small legion of these beings joined together at one point
    
     4
    
    , calling themselves the Remnants, professing that they would believe in each other to achieve their goals.
    
     5
    
    Occasionally, a deity long thought dead will be seen wandering through the aisles of the Library, searching for their holy book to remind themselves of who they once were. Often, these beings are recruited by the Remnant, who take them to some place deep beyond the Ways for reasons unknown.
    
     6
    
   

  

  
   
    
     “A place where you can continue and live for as long as you wish, with others of your own kind of understand the pain you’re feeling. You need not fade into shadows and be lost, only to be dragged from your grave whenever an archaeologist recites a prayer or a child sees your name in a book of myths. We will remember you, just as you will remember us.”
    
    –Nergal, Envoy of the Remnant
    
     7
    
   

  

  
   
    1: This inscription was found on a marker deep in the Ways by Sophotic Farscrier, a diviner of potent accuracy whose soul vanished shortly after attempting to follow the further directions on it.
   
   

   
    2: What could be more enduring and immortal than the written word? -L.S.
   
   

   
    3: For a fairly accurate, though painfully dry, examination of gods and their substance, consider the perennial
    
     Days of Ishtar
    
    , the surprisingly analytical diary of the Mesopotamian love goddess. Additionally, an excellent text on the generation of species.
   
   

   
    4: The exact date is difficult to determine due to the presence of several timelines overlapping at the meeting.
   
   

   
    5: The belief of a god is a capricious thing, but the endurance of several beings who are no longer actively followed on any world is a fascinating occurrence worthy of further examination.
   
   

   
    6: While many have attempted to find the location of what other wanderers have called "The God's Hold," none have so far done so. A collection of the adventures of several explorers and searchers is collected currently in the west wing, under the Divinities section.
   
   

   
    7: The being that was addressed was believed to be Viracocha, but the shade was so exceptionally faded that it is unknown exactly whom Nergal was addressing.
   
  

 

  
    
 
  
   Of the Magpies
  

  
   
    
     One for sorrow,
     

     Two for mirth
     

     Three for a funeral,
     

     Four for birth
     

     Five for your wings,
     

     Six for your beak;
     

     Seven for a secret,
     

     Never to speak.
    
    
     1
    
   

  

  
   
    The Magpies refer to themselves as “Collectors,” and while they bear superficial similarities to the Jailors, they are a less powerful yet more annoying threat, due directly to their ability to navigate the ways.
    
     2
    
    The Magpies have let themselves into the Library several times, looking for tomes or documents. More rarely, they approach wanderers in an attempt to coerce them into aiding them in procuring things.
    
     3
    
   

   
    Currently, there is neither rhyme nor reason to the things they seem to be searching for, and while various Magpies have been captured coming into or leaving the Library, countless others have absconded successfully with tomes or artifacts.
    
     4
    
    Previous investigations into their nature have turned up nothing, and the Second Archivist
    
     5
    
    named them “Magpies,” because they seemed to grab at only the “shiny” things they saw, regardless of value. Current thinking regards the Magpies as more of a nuisance than anything.
   

  

  
   
    
     "Always address th' Magpies with respect, but don' be afraid to cross yourself neither. Bow t' them. If they walk over to ya, pinch yorself, so ya know y'aint dreamin', then cross yor thumbs and hold it up to 'em an say 'Defil, Defil, I defy thee!' three times! And don't ya never, never let 'em touch ya or follow ya home!"
    
    —Cormellian Nicodemus Shank
   

  

  
   
    1: Earliest extant version of “One for Sorrow,” circa 1498.
   
   

   
    2: The Magpies apparently navigate through natural means, and the mechanism they use to do so is entirely unknown.
   
   

   
    3: Several books have been written on the adventures the Magpies have sent people on, and a full list of them is recorded in the Southern Deep Wing.
   
   

   
    4: A full list of books believed to have been stolen by the Magpies is maintained by the current Archivist.
   
   

   
    5: Caduale Mezerizo, the shortest serving archivist, who died in his sleep the first time he allowed himself to rest.
   
  

 

  
    
 
  
   Of the Madmen
  

  
   
    
     twisting fires burning
     

     burning
     

     burning
     

     my eyes were
     

     burning
     

     they burned me
     

     made me listen
     

     made my obey
     

     help me please
    
    
     1
    
   

  

  
   
    The Madmen first appeared in the Ways at the beginning of the last century. At first, they were welcomed to the Library, as we believed them to be the foretold coming of the new wanderers, but quickly, we discovered our mistake. They were not as they seemed, and when we discovered how closely akin to the Jailors they were, we acted with haste to bar them. Today, they still wander the ways through some unknown method, sometimes attempting to regain entry. Twice they have done so, each time causing great damage. Once, they took advantage of the Great Searing to gain entry, and the second time, they had a young wanderer with them who had been broken and vivisected into obedience.
   

   
    Currently, we do not fully understand their motivations or their goals, save that those who have been rescued from their clutches
    
     2
    
    refer to them as Sowers of Discord or The Insurgency. They seem to use devices and tools which they do not divine the full ramifications of, including living beings.
    
     3
    
    For this reason, the Madmen are to be dogged and tracked as best as possible, for they are willing to rip the world asunder for their strange desires.
   

  

  
   
    
     “Ye know me, Elias, I’d have decked him then and there if it weren’t for that little lass he had on the leash! He was tuggin’ her about and havin’ her look at things to tell him when they’d die or disappear. I swear now, if it weren’t for the fact that her life was in danger, I’d have decked him right there, but I wasn’t gonna risk letting her get hurt, nosiree! Nosiree!”
    
   

   
    
     “What did I do? Well, I waited ‘til he weren’t lookin’, and I turned myself into a pen knife and laid myself at her feet. Hehe… Sweet little thing knew just were to put it too.”
    
   

   
    —From Cordany Wood’s “Madmen Bleed Better”
    
     4
    
   

  

  
   
    1: This piece of ‘found verse’ was organized into its current format by Cordany Wood. They were originally the last words of a rescued victim of the Madmen, considered to have artistic merit.
   
   

   
    2: Those rescued include many currently considered a part of The Serpent's Hand. Several of the ones that were too broken in mind or body to be helped were put into the hands of the Jailors or allowed to be killed by the Bookburners, all at the allowance of the Madmen. Given the danger of the Jailors, no rescue attempts are currently planned.
   
   

   
    3: Interestingly enough, the Madmen seem to delight in the use of ancient weapons, especially the god's tool and holy implements of the divine.
   
   

   
    4: Wood's stories are an oral tradition. Wood himself is available to recite them in the speakers ossuaries in the Third Archive.
   
  

 

  
    
 
  
   Of the Daeva
  

  
   
    
     We rise! Our age long sleep
     

     is now a memory of the distant
     

     past. We will strike down our
     

     jailers, and they will know that
     

     our revenge is complete! The
     

     Library shall burn! The books
     

     shall be consumed! And I
     

     will feast on the heart of the
     

     great keeper who watches
     

     over their books. And ending is
     

     coming. For we are written.
    
    
     1
    
   

  

  
   
    It is a fairly simply, regular occurrence that reality changes books. Beowulf was changed by the Christian monks that rewrote it, for example, to justify its existence in their libraries.
    
     2
    
    The Daeva are a different situation entirely.
   

   
    It is suspected that at some point, the Daeva were wanderers themselves, the cast-off
    
     leavings of another world
    
    that had died on some catastrophe or another, and that some of them reached the Library at its founding, as the Tale of Cornerstone confirms. However, at some point, they left the realities forever, leaving behind a book.
    
     3
    
    Unfortunately, this is not something that can be easily or simply verified, due to the very nature of the Daeva themselves.
   

   
    The Daeva occupy a text which is continually in the process of writing itself. As it continues, references to it appear in other volumes,
    
     4
    
    though they do not appear in the memories of those old enough to remember the events themselves.
    
     5
    
    What is truly confounding is that the evidence of the Daeva appears to be writing itself into history as the volume continues to be written. Therefore, while texts mention them as wanderers from another world, there is no way to be certain.
   

   
    What is certainly known is that the Daeva have a
    
     vendetta
    
    against the Library for reasons unknown, though it has been theorized that something about the magic of the place possibly threw them into their current condition. Various texts have appeared, seemingly at random, telling of wars the Daeva fought against the Library and its denizens, though no record of such a war existed before.
    
     6
    
    Most worrisome is the possibility that these events will suddenly come into existence should the original text become complete.
   

  

  
   
    "
    
     The blades of bone and flesh and ink slitted into his neck, and the Chief Archivist died, his eyes alone there to witness his own death, as all the others were blind. And as the new one's eyes grew bright again, so too were they dimmed by the blade. And one by one, they all fell, until there was silence in the Library. And then the sound of two hands clapping. 'So we meet again.'
    
    " —Only known surviving excerpt from
    
     The Victory of the Daevas
    
    , Author Unknown
    
     7
    
   

  

  
   
    1: Inscription from
    
     The Legend of the Daeveas
    
    . Author unknown.
   
   

   
    2: Consider also Martin Swartling’s
    
     The Prince of Starfellows
    
    or Jehova’s
    
     The Bible
    
    .
   
   

   
    3: While the dust jacket for the text is still kept, the book itself,
    
     A Chronicle of the Daevas
    
    , was lost ages ago. It is currently believed to be in the hands of the Merchants or the Jailors. While the former could be convinced to sell the text, the price would doubtless escalate if our interest is known. There are no plans to attempt to retrieve the book from the Jailors if they are the culprits.
   
   

   
    4: For a full list of changes in footnotes and suddenly generated texts, consult
    
     Legacy of the Daevas
    
    , currently maintained by Antonius Typhon.
   
   

   
    5: Scaramungia and Irad both claim no memory of the described beings.
   
   

   
    6: Such events as 'The Slitting of the Gryphon's Throat' and 'The End of Faith' are noted to be the turning points in these battles, though both these beings are known to have served their terms admirably.
   
   

   
    7: This fragment was found on a burned and damaged page in the First Archive. The name of the book is entirely unknown, this title having been ascribed to it by its discoverer. Further information is greatly sought.
   
  

 

  
    
 
  
   Of the "Serpent's Hand"
  

  
   
    
     Serpent, Serpent,
     

     Back again?
     

     Bring your sister.
     

     Bring your friend!
     

     Serpent, Serpent,
     

     How long you’ll last?
     

     You’ve come again,
     

     And you will pass.
    
    
     1
    
   

  

  
   
    The Serpent’s Hand is the most recent group of
    
     wanderers
    
    to take it upon themselves to defend the Library, using it as a base of operations for their wanderings in the worlds they find throughout the Ways. Currently, the Hand’s numbers total almost two-hundred, the lion’s share of which have been plucked from the grasp of the Jailors, the Madmen, or various other, unimportant groups.
   

   
    They are, much like those who have come before them, largely superfluous. The Library has always been, and it will continue to endure, in spite of all ill attempts and searings and those who would attempt to destroy it.
    
     2
    
    They are unneeded, but we welcome them, just like we welcome all lost tomes.
   

  

  
   
    “
    
     And so, I, the last defender of the Library, am forced to lay down my sword and surrender to those who would attempt to end us. I have spent my entire life defending this magical realm, and now, I go to my last, mourning for its death. Without us to save it, how long can such a place endure?
    
    ” —Torvo Priory
    
     3
    
   

  

  
   
    1: From the 1833 handwritten
    
     Book of Omens and Fortellings
    
    , Mary Manori, age nine.
   
   

   
    2: For a full list of attempts to destroy the Library, the Fifth Archive is available. Access to the Fifth Archive is restricted to those given permission by the current archivist.
   
   

   
    3: The Last Member of the Brotherhood of Alchemists, 1644.
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