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Tremodar


Star Type: Yellow Dwarf (Spectral Type G3, 4.2 billion years old)

Position: orbiting the 4 planet of 7 (1 failed core, 1 Venus-like hot house, 1 small, arid world, 3 gas giants, and 1 ice world)

Gravity: 1.1 G’s
Atmospheric Density: 1.2 (standard terrestrial mix of gases)

Parent World: Gas giant of slightly over 7 Jupiter masses. Appears much like a stormy version of Saturn with a very thin and fine ring. This world has dozens of moons, though only 2 are large enough to be considered planets (Tremodar and Iodar).
Moons: none (though it orbits in a thin, dusty ring)
Rotation/period/axis: 31 hours  / 31 hours (tidal locked to parent world) / 27 degrees from star
Water/Land: 63%/37%
Sentient Life: Yes
Sentient Races: Several new ones and all Gaianar ones

Tremodar is a world of geological violence and upheaval that all occurs beneath a storm tossed sky. Though technically a moon of a vast gas giant, this world is large enough to be a planet in its own right, and is indeed slightly larger than Earth. This is not surprising considering the huge size and mass of its parent world. Unfortunately, much like the large moons in our star system, Tremodar experiences tidal forces that keep its surface broken and shake the moon’s innards. These tidal forces can be attributed to the forces of the planet itself and the second largest moon in the system (Iodar), which lies in the next furthest out orbital lane. Iodar is somewhat smaller (0.87 Earth masses) than Tremodar and appears to be a cold, rocky world (tan and brown in color) with a relatively thin atmosphere and very limited geological activity. It is suspected that no life exists there, but that has not been confirmed.  

Because of its strange situation and the powerful external forces working on this planet-sized moon, plate tectonics do not follow the same mechanisms as they do on Gaianar or other earth-like worlds. The repeated stressing and flexing of the planet’s crust have resulted in the planet’s plates fusing in strange ways, only to be freed up during violent earthquakes. The planet is broken into many more plates than found on Earth or Gaianar, and plate movement is more violent and unpredictable. 

The surface of Tremodar is a testimony to the effects of spending billions of years in the gravitational grip of a huge gas giant and a nearby, planet-size moon. Young mountains rise to staggering heights, formed from the relentless tugging on the world’s surface. Ridges are formed from twisted and blasted edges of tectonic plates that were broken into pieces, set free to float upon the magma sea that existed ages ago, and were later frozen at bizarre angles in the deepening crust, like strange icebergs caught in sea ice. Vast plains of cooled lava stretch across the world, often riddled with cracks that plummet for miles into the earth. Canyons, gorges, and pits riddle the hollow, sponge-like surface of this planet, as the relentless pull of the gas giant continues to raise mountains higher and sink chasms deeper.

The surface weather on Tremodar is equally violent: the geological activity of the many volcanoes, both of the explosive variety and the calmer shield variety, combined with countless geysers, create a rather unpleasant world to live on. Storms are frequent and violent, as if the sky and sea are trying to wear down the mountains faster than the earth can raise them up.  Meteors from the thin ring burn up in the sky, and above it all looms the gas giant (considered the Elder God in the ancient religions of this world).

But below the surface of this violent world, life flourishes in the vast and complex underground cave system that fills Tremodar’s deep crust. This is not as surprising as one might think, given the fact that city-size caves are not that uncommon, and underground lakes and seas exist in great numbers, each fed by water flowing in through the deep cracks and fissures in the sea beds on the surface world. Considering how badly fractured the surface crust actually is, huge waterfalls and surface-fed underground rivers are quite common.

Plants in the world below exist in great numbers, though most feed off of latent heat from the geologically active world by taking in infrared radiation and using that to produce food. These plants have reddish-purple colored leaves and usually take the forms of dense groundcovers or vines. Tree-like structures have little value underground, but vines are the ideal form for a plant to take, and a huge cave of vines is the closest thing to a forest this world has underground. Some plants actually feed on the latent radioactive energy produced by the decay of certain elements, while a few closer to the surface behave like normal plants, such as those on Gaianar. Plants in the deep seas generally feed on decaying organic matter or on heat and chemicals that are either washed in from the surface world or generated by underground hot springs and geysers.

Mushrooms and other fungi are also reasonably common, though they don’t grow to sizes any larger than those found on other worlds. They do, however, often emit glowing light in the visible spectrum, usually green or blue. Bioluminescence has its advantages since it attracts animals to scatter seeds, and thus many plants have berries that glow in the dark, though most berries glow red, purple, or yellow-orange. 

Animal life has evolved to deal with the low illumination and three-dimensional nature of this world. All animals have either evolved the ability to see in the infrared spectrum (in addition to the visible spectrum, though some animals can’t see purples very well) or have found other ways to find their way around the dark caves. Thus, the seas are full of fish, reptiles, and other such creatures, and the caves have plenty of animals of various varieties roaming about.

Aside from the ability to see in the dark, several other traits can be found in animals adapted to this world: Many have the ability to fly, climb walls, or breathe underwater. Because of the three-dimensional nature of a cave-world, and because it is often very hard to go around an obstacle, mobility becomes a big issue. Another important trait is the ability to breathe well in air that may be contaminated - cave air can get quite stagnant, but that is not a problem for the natives of this world. Size is also a limiting factor - large creatures can’t easily fit in caves, so although there are plenty of very strong creatures in the caves, most grow no larger than a large bear. Finally, a sense of direction is crucial, since there are no stars to guide you. All of the animals in this world have an innate sense that lets them locate magnetic north.

Of course, one does not have to be a native to Tremodar to be well adapted to live in such a world, as the Dwarves discovered. Vast numbers of Dwarves have crossed into this world, seeking riches, fame, and adventure, though some were brought by accident through Stillpoints. The Dwarves have jump-started the technological level of this world, though the natives viewed them with initial distrust. All of benefited from this cultural exchange, thus proving the value of allies on a violet world.

Tremodar: Campaign World Summary

Tremodar is a world that allows the players to explore the very different nature of living in underground in a truly 3-d environment. Unless they have played many Underdark adventures, this will be a completely new experience for them since living in underground cities and caves, even ones as fertile as those on Tremodar, is vastly different from surface life.

The ability to get from one point to another is a key challenge for adventurers, though the native races have adapted to the environment, while the Dwarves change the environment to suite their own needs. Climbing gear is essential, as is food since one many not be able to hunt or forage in longer stretches of poorly populated caves. Good maps are worth their weight in gold in this world, as are good light sources (the ability to see in the dark does not translate into a love of the dark.) that are not too smoky. The ability to think in three-dimensions is important; for example, the town you seek may be a day’s travel above you! Finally, a good set of ears and a good sense of smell can save your hide in a world of twisting passages and endless nights.

Note that while the above rules apply to all travelers, and especially to adventurers, city-dwelling folks have a much easier time. Vast cities exist under the surface of Tremodar, and these cities are much like normal cities on worlds like Gaianar, save for the fact that they may be more vertical than horizontal and that magic spells, glowing plants or small fires may be the only source of light. Still, city life isn’t that much different - they are shops, merchants, farmers, judges, and politicians. The plants, animals, and building materials of choice are different, but a visitor from afar who could adapt to the relative gloom would probably be quickly at home in a Tremodar city. Even the inns are familiar, though mushroom brew is one of the strongest drinks know to Dwarves and even has some hallucinogenic properties!

Basic metal ores are dirt cheap on Tremador, though gold and silver both retain their status as valuable materials. But most items are made of metal - weapons, furniture, art, and so on, though the preferred building material is stone since it is sturdy and easily available. Good, straight-grained wood is worth a fortune since trees don’t exist on this world - thick wood comes from old vine forests or must be imported through Stillpoints or planar gates from other worlds. 

Below the surface, weather is measured more in terms of the likelihood of geysers, volcanoes, earthquakes, or other seismic events. There are very few “safe-zones” for earthquakes on this world, though significant earthquakes are not that common in most areas. But the ground is always in motion, and minor earthquakes are simply a matter of life, no more troubling than a thunderstorm for surface-dwellers on other worlds.

As for the surface itself, it is mostly a storm-tossed land of broken rocks and cold seas, with geysers, volcanoes, and other violent forces of nature shaping the land. Life does exist on the surface, but mostly in primitive forms in safe areas, such as mosses and ferns huddling in the shelter of rocks, and seas of algae and primitive fish living in lakes and seas that are not rapidly draining into the underworld. When the clouds do break, the stunning sight of the gas giant in the sky is a wonder to behold.

However, the GM can hide whatever interesting ruins, items, or other things he wants on the surface since it is generally not visited that often by too many people. Going to the safer areas of the surface would be much like going on a safari into the heart of Africa on Earth - it’s a trip that requires great care and planning, but a reasonable number of people do it. However, going on a long trip across the surface would be much like spending a similar amount of time in Antarctica on Earth - it is a very dangerous trip that few people do and which can cost the lives of the careless or unlucky.

Note that some primitive religions consider it the ultimate quest to venture to the surface and see the Sky, the Elder God (the gas giant), and the faint, glowing ring system that fills the sky and can be seen both during the day and at night.

Character Races and Cultures

All of the Gaianar races can be found on Tremodar, but all except for the Dwarves are found in very small numbers and are generally either travelers or people who were stranded on this world after encountering a Stillpoint. There are also two additional Player Races:

Betori: A race of bat-like mammals that have adapted to their environment by gaining echolocation (identical to the Fey’s Sense Motion Vector), and the ability to fly (Flight Class: B can hover, but not perfect flight). They appear as a hybrid between a bat and a human - natives of Gaianar would consider them were-bats - that have both arms and bat wings, and have sharp claws on their hands and feet. They are relatively short and of slender and graceful build, and they top out at about 5-feet in height. They are also rather lightweight for their size because of their hollow bones. Betori are highly social creatures.

Attribute Mods:  +2 Dex, -2 Strength
Special Attacks: Natural weapon (claws) inflict 1d4 damage
Special Defenses: Natural AC (9). Hear Noise (50%)
Special Abilities: Flight (Class B), and Echolocation (Detect Motion Vector)
Favoured Class: Investigator, Rogue, or Jack
Restricted Class: None
Typical Lifespan: 80 years
Typical Alignment: Any

Kressith: These reptiles rule the deeper places of the world, and prefer to live in areas near water. They appear as sturdy, scaly lizardmen with sharp teeth and who say little; males and females appear almost identical since they are lizards. They have adapted to their native environment by gaining the ability to breath freely underwater, as well as the ability to scale walls - as long as a Kressith has at least 3 of its four limbs gripping the rock surface, it can move at half-speed across vertical and horizontal surfaces. Note that very smooth rock, such as obsidian, may slow them down either further or perhaps cannot be traveled across in such a matter. Kressith are far less social than the Betori, and tend to be somewhat sneaky at times, while blunt at other times - their reptilian nature means that they don’t always think along the same lines as other races. Additionally, the Kressith are more territorial than the Betori and tend to be less trustworthy. 

Mods:  +2 Con, -2 Faith, -2 Charisma, -2 Comeliness
Special Attacks: Natural weapon (claws) inflict 1d4 damage
Special Defenses: Natural AC (8). Hear Noise (25%)
Special Abilities: Wall climbing, water breathing, all start with 1 free level in the Swim skill.
Favoured Class: Thief or Warrior
Restricted Class: None
Typical Lifespan: 110 years
Typical Alignment: Any

Dwarves: While no different from their Gaianar cousins, save that they tend to live longer on this world for some reason (120 years average), Dwarves are a significant part of this world’s culture every since they arrived from another realm centuries ago. They have set up large kingdoms, encouraged trade, developed technology, and in many ways, moved the natives of Tremodar out of the Dark Ages. They also managed to quell much of the brooding hostility between the Betori and the Kressith by offering them the opportunity to create a civilization instead of make war upon each other. The natives benefited from avoiding a potentially devastating war, and the Dwarves have been lucky enough to find a world uniquely suited for their interests and abilities.

Character Classes and Combat

All of the standard Gaianar character classes exist on this world, even Gunslingers, thanks to Dwarves who brought the secrets of firearms with them to this world. Although the rules of combat aren’t much different, combat in an underground world is rather unusual. Note that mounted characters will often either forgo a mount entirely, or perhaps chose from one of the unusual creatures that serve as combat mounts in the underground worlds - most are large lizards, big, mole-like creatures, or even large bugs.

There are often only a few known ways to get from one place to another, unlike traveling on an open plain on the surface world. This means that it is vital to keep the tunnels clean for trade, or to block off tunnels if you are trying to siege an enemy or escape. Another tactic is to look for another way around (though it may not exist) or to make your own, which is the preferred Dwarven way. As mentioned before, a good map is worth a lot in this world!

Additionally, combat is three-dimensional in the caves. Many races can fly or climb, so it is important to keep an eye open above and below when exploring the caves of Tremodar. 

Religion and Politics

All of the main Gaianar religions exist on Tremodar, though their proportions are skewed since the population composition is so different on this world. Many of the natives converted to Gaianar faiths upon the arrival of Dwarves and other worlds, though they are still some primitive religions who worship: the Earth as a source of fire, destruction, and renewal, and the Sky as a storm-tossed keeper of secrets. 

Politics are kept on a small scale on Tremodar, since the largest typical political structure is that of a city. Various cities may form loose alliances with each other, but there are no nations of which to speak. Almost any form of political structure can be found in a cave somewhere on this world, though cities in the same area tend to have a similar structure. 

Dwarves have an almost feudalistic society, with kings, queens, nobles, knights, merchants, and the working class, though they don’t abuse the working class since those higher-up in society know full well that without the merchants, farmers, and others who do hard work for a living, they wouldn’t be able to live the life of the rich and idle. Often outside of this structure is the Dwarven military, militia, and adventurers, who have different responsibilities and follow a somewhat different set of laws.

Betori live in democratic societies with an elected council who leads them. They tend to be a social and talkative race, so this form of government well suits them. Indeed, talking politics is a major cultural pastime among the Betori, and the thrill of running for office and stirring up debate is almost as much fun as being elected.

Kressith live in tribal structures, and thus their ways may vary greatly from place to place. They tend not to talk about politics with outsiders, thus, less is known of their ways then of the other major races in this world.

Other races not listed above usually try to make their homes either with the Betori or the Dwarves - the Kressith tend not to trust outsiders enough to let them into their society until they have at least proven that they are not a threat. In other cases, large numbers of refugees from the same race may set up a small town in a cave and live together in their new home, and many such small towns are scattered across the planet.

Summary

Whatever your race or interest, there is something to be found on Tremodar for those who are persistent enough to look for it. It may be a dangerous path to walk beneath the storms and the earthquakes, but it can be well rewarding.

Arannoch


Star Type: Yellow Dwarf  (Spectral Type G4, 4.8 billions years old)

Position: 2nd [of 7] (1 failed core, this world, 3 gas giants, and 2 ice worlds)
Gravity: 0.95 G’s
Atmospheric Density: 0.95 (standard terrestrial mix of gases)
Moons: 2 (larger one 0.76 Moon masses, smaller one is a captured asteroid)
Rotation/period/axis tilt: 25.5 hours / 321 days / 17 degrees
Water/Land: 37%/63%
Global Weather: Calm to Moderate for most of the year

Sentient Life: Yes
Sentient Races: (All standard Gaianar races)

Arannoch is a relatively dry world of vast scrublands, ancient, weathered mesas, and sandy deserts. Its seas are large, but often relatively shallow, though filled with an abundance of fish and other life, which perhaps compensates for the often-empty and seemingly desolate stretches of land that reach to the horizon. Arannoch is a land of endless roads, far-off cities, and forgotten ruins, all beneath a sky that is heated by the blazing sun by day, and yet chilled by the winds at night. It is a world of extremes, where only the hardy survive. And yet, despite the hostile environment, life flourishes on this world, though it is not dense or plentiful, but it is persistent and can be found in all but the most remote and sun-baked deserts.

Many centuries ago, it is said that Arannoch was a far more lush world, and it’s lands grew green and rains fell plentifully, and the world was like that of a tropical jungle. But then the Godswar came upon this remote world, as the gods of Good fought the final battle against Sarkophka, the Undead Lord of Plagues. It was here that the defeated god made his last stand, and it is on this world that his tomb lies buried in the wastes, nearly forgotten by all. Centuries past, the tales became myths, and even they gradually faded, crumbling like the mountains of this now-cursed world.

After that war, the land is said to have changed… perhaps the stories are only that, but the legends say that Arannoch soon lost its lush forests and verdant fields, only to have them replaced with brushland and deserts. Many scoff at these tales, saying that there is no way a world could change so drastically in such short order, and most pay no heed to the older men and women who whisper of the way things used to be or even of the Godswar itself. 

Now, life on Arannoch is more difficult, yet still flourishing where it can. The desert can be merciless, and the rains never come as often one would hope, but those who are wily, cunning, and skillful can make a good life for themselves on this world. Trade flourishes, large wars are generally unknown (though border skirmishes and highway raiders are a matter of daily life), and science is beginning to rise amid a culture steeped in superstition. In all, life isn’t too bad on this little desert world – legends of a greener age excluded, of course – but far too few even recall the name of the horror that lies buried on their world…

Arannoch: Campaign World Summary

Arannoch is a classical adventuring world, though it is based loosely upon the Arabian Nights in the more desert-filled regions, while the rest of the world is somewhat more conventional. Much of the culture is adapted for life in a savannah or desert-like environment; while the majority of the world is not a desert, a good percentage of the land is either desert or brushland. The main exceptions are the relatively lush meadows, forests, and swamps that grow where water is plentiful, and the colder mountains and polar regions, which are still rather dry. As expected of such a world, rain is not as common as on other worlds, though when it comes, it can be anything from a drizzle to a downpour. Near water, cooling morning and evening mists are often found, and some life has adapted to take advantage of this water source just like here on Earth.

In short, for most of the world, true winter, with freezing temperatures and snow, never comes, and summers are hot and dry, with afternoon storms bringing rain now and then. Most rainfall comes during rainy seasons, which vary with the location, though winter and spring are most common, and the sky is clear most of the time, save for the morning and evening mists near water. Probably the most common weather events are thunderstorms, dust devils, and the ever-feared sandstorms in true desert lands.

While cities are quite common, the nomadic life is also very prevalent and not considered at all strange - you follow the rains, water, prey animals, or employment. Caravans and open-air markets are the most common form of commerce where one can find almost anything. This world has a respectable amount of magic of all power levels, which compensates for the lack of a technological era in its past. 

Character Races and Cultures

Almost all of the standard Gaianar player races are available to be played on Arannoch, though with some minor differences: 

Humans: Same as in Gaianar and most game systems, though more adapted for desert life with darker skin and greater heat tolerance.

Dwarves: Most live in the mountains and low hills, though they can also be found in the deserts as well. Most Dwarven Kingdoms have a ruling council of elders with a king or queen. The title of monarch is inherited in most cases, although the firstborn does not always get the title - the council of elders determines which of the children of the current monarch is most suited to inherit the throne. While this can prevent incompetent leaders, it also means the process is vulnerable to corruption and bribery. Dwarven culture is generally lawful and organized, and focuses on practical matters. This is not to say that Dwarves don't have fun and enjoy themselves, but they won't let entertainment and leisure get in the way of what they need to accomplish. While they are not as numerous as humans and have much smaller areas of influence (mostly isolated city-states throughout the mountains), they can lay claim to many advances in technology, particularly in armor, weapons, and metalworking. They are also very skilled at constructing fortifications, as can be seen in their cities and towns, all of which are in some ways a fortress.

One unique group is that of the Dwarven traders and nomads that travel the world far from their homelands. These Dwarves are usually more chaotic than their kin, or perhaps feel that they don't fit into the rigid Dwarven lifestyle. As a result, they leave their homes and become travelers. Many are merchants, though hunters and adventurers also participate in the nomadic way of life. Dwarves have been proven particularly well suited as merchants since they are generally considered honest (for good reason), keep their contracts, and have good skill at crafting items to trade and appraising goods. Note that many Dwarves have short beards or are clean-shaven on this world. 

Elves: The Elves of Arannoch live deep in the forests of the land, as isolated as possible from the problems of the world. While many Elves live in small cities and towns, they are more likely than any other race to live in very small communities, or even as small bands of nomads and wanderers. This is not surprising due to the often fickle and unpredictable nature of Elves, as well as their love of travel, seeing new places in the world, and of experience new things. While Dwarves are long lived, Elves can live far longer, and unlike Dwarves, Elven culture places far less focus upon duty, labor, and keeping busy on practical matters. As a result, Elves have plenty of time to experiment with all aspects of life. While some say this makes Elves lazy or unreliable, that is hardly true. Some Elves may spend centuries accomplishing little, while others have contributed more to society than entire cities over the course of their lives. The choice, however, lies with each Elf - there is very little social pressure in the loose-knit Elven culture. Each Elf is encouraged to find his own path in life. The only key social expectations are that of preserving knowledge and not being close-minded. The first is to maintain the centuries of knowledge and learning that the Elves saved after the end of the Godswar and right before the world plunged into a Dark Age, and the second is to prevent the stagnation of their culture. 

Because of their relatively low population and tendency to be isolated from cities and high population areas, many in Arannoch believe that Elves are either extinct or a vanishing race. While this is not true, Elves do have very little direct political influence outside of the areas around their cities and towns, and while many of them wander, they are not found in large numbers outside of more rural and wilderness settings. While they may not be numerous or have amounts of territory or political influence, they do have vast amounts of knowledge considered lost by many. The Elves, wisely, are very selective about with whom they will share this knowledge, since they do not wish to meddle in the affairs of the world, and knowledge can be used for evil as well as for good.

Fey: Beings of energy and light, the Fey can be found everywhere in Arannoch, though they have no true kingdoms, towns, or unique regions of influence. This is not surprising, due to their chaotic and whimsical nature. Many tend to inhabit the sunnier, desert regions, since their love of energy in its most raw forms means that they tend to be "solar powers" and they will go wherever there is sunlight and warmth. Fortunately, Arannoch is a sunny and warm world, so Fey are numerous and quite happy here.

Changelings: If the Fey love Arannoch for its sunlight, the Changelings mourn it for the scars left behind by the Godswar. Much like the Fey, the Changelings have no true territories or cities to call their own, but for different reasons. Many Changelings have realized that there are only two ways to recover from the horror of the Godswar, which they felt worse than any other sentient race because of their empathic nature - either leave Arannoch completely, or to go out into the world and try to make it a better place. As a result, many of the more powerful, wealthy, or influential Changelings who could escape Arannoch after the Godswar have already done so; most of the rest are wanderers who travel the lands, seeking to change the world for the better. As a result of this, Changelings are less common in Arannoch than on Gaianar, and those who stayed behind are more likely than usual to be willing to make sacrifices to better the world.

Werecreatures: Relatively uncommon, these beings are the results of strange magic and mutations caused by the aftermath of the Godswar. It is also said that misuse of certain magical devices, particularly those that allow for teleportation or shapeshifting, can also create Werecreatures. 

Most Werecreatures live along the fringes of society in small bands of the same species. While larger cities tolerant and even accept Werecreatures, granting them the same rights and treatment as other species, small towns and villages may not be so forgiving. In frontier country, Werecreatures may be considered troublemakers, horrid mutants, or beings cursed by the gods. In the worst places, they may be banned from towns or attacked on sight, although such paranoid close-mindedness is thankfully rare. Still, this type of treatment is well known among Werecreatures, and thus many either live on their own in small groups in the wilderness or take to the larger, more tolerant cities, and try not to be too obvious about their nature.

All of the common kinds of Werecreatures exist in this world, though Werebears are somewhat uncommon and only found in the more forested regions. Also, Werejackals are very common in the desert regions - same game stats as a Werewolf, but a jackal is better suited for a desert world than a wolf and fills the same niche as a wolf. Also, all werecreatures have magical origins instead of technological since Arannoch never had a lost age of technology, unlike Gaianar. They are also better integrated into most cultures than on other worlds, at least in larger cities, but prejudice still haunts them in the more remote areas of the world.

Constructs: Technological Constructs do not natively exist on Arannoch, and none have ever been seen. Magical Constructs are not at all uncommon, but few have any real degree of intelligence. Sentient Constructs are very rare, and no know beings of any power exist on the world currently.

Character Classes and Combat

All of the main character classes are present on Arannoch, though the Paladin and Cavalier are less focused on mounted combat and rarely wear heavy armor for obvious reasons. However, non-combat skills with mounts, such as camels, can be very useful in this world even if you aren’t riding them into battle. 

The one main change to character classes is that of the Gunslinger. Firearms do not exist on Arannoch, though primitive explosives are becoming rather common. As such, the Gunslinger character class should either be removed from Arannoch campaigns or changed so that Gunslingers neither gain any benefits from firearm’s use, nor have any restrictions to only use firearms. In short, they would be the essence of Law, but would use whatever weapons they want to use. Another option is to bring guns in from other worlds, though such a thing would be very uncommon and pose difficulties in repairing the weapon or supplying it with ammunition.

Aside from the Gunslinger, the character classes work as they do on any other world, though obviously adapted to a desert environment. Heavy armor (Platemail, half-plate, or any other such “tin-can” of armor) is rarely worn because of the heat in the desert regions of the world, and because of this, heavy armor piercing weapons are less common, while faster cutting and piercing weapons are favored. Metal is plentiful on this world, and there’s no shortage of scrubby growth to build forge fires with, so a metal weapon is often more common than a wooden one. Good, straight wood is somewhat harder to find, so bows and arrows are used less frequently than more reusable ranged weapons, such as throwing axes, throwing daggers, shurikens, and so on. There are some advantages to wood, however - the dry climate preserves it for years, and an archer with a longbow (if he can afford one) can wreck havoc across the vast, open plains since he can see his enemy from far away. 

Classes focused on spiritual powers work much the same way as they do on Gaianar with no real differences, save for the fact that magic is more woven into everyday life on Arannoch, and thus is viewed with somewhat less fear than on other worlds.

Culture, Politics, and Religion

All of the major religions on Gaianar exist on Arannoch, with several additions. There are minor religions, all of them led by shaman, based upon the Four Elements: Earth, Air, Fire, and Water. These religions revere a certain element and the elemental spirits associated with that element (they will be detailed later.) Superstition is not at all uncommon in Arannoch, despite the gradual advancement of science (late Dark Ages to early Renaissance level), but many such stories are based in fact, even though the one telling them may not be aware of the truth. 

Politically, Arannoch is very diverse. Democracy exists in some places, though sultans, kings, or other such rulers lead most of the small kingdoms that make up the world. In most cases, a council of elders or other advisors offers their guidance to the ruler, and it is not uncommon for at least some of these councilors (called viziers) to be elected by the people. Elections, however, are rather informal and are held at odd times, usually when a council member must step down (or when people want him or her to be removed from power), or when a potential new council member is powerful or respected enough to challenge another for a seat on the council. Corruption is no worse on any other world, and ranges from being commonplace in large cities to being relatively rare in small towns.  

Women have equal rights in many areas of the world, though they tend to not seek positions of political power quite as often as the men. On the other hand, they claim positions in religious establishments somewhat more often then men do, so many high priests are female in Arannoch. However, in the most backward areas of the world, “might makes right,” and women’s rights may not exist, slavery of men, women, and other races might be acceptable, and so on.

Natives of the Land: Elemental Spirits

Amid the dunes and scrubland, powerful spirits walk the lands of Arannoch. These quasi-immortal beings are aspects of the primal elements of the land, which are said to have been given life by the magic that suffuses this world. Whatever their origin, they are ancient beings of considerable wisdom and great power. Though they consider themselves above mere mortals, such feelings do not prevent them from interfering in the affairs of others, sometimes for good intent and sometimes for ill. Perhaps most disturbing is that all of these creatures are shapeshifters, and as such can rule whole kingdoms without anyone being the wiser.

Game Rule Information: All Elemental Spirits have a lifespan of 1,000+ years unless slain. They do not need to eat, drink, sleep, or breath, and they are immune to all standard poisons and diseases. They can assume one humanoid or animal form per hitdice, though they can only reasonably imitate specific individuals. They can remain in this form indefinitely, and though the form is not an illusion, it will register as magical. While in another form, they retain all their abilities, though some may be less useful in an alternate form.

Defeating an Elemental Spirit: If slain and not then bound within a magical prison (such a the classical magical lamp or jar), an Elemental Spirit will return to the world of its defeat after 10 years have passed per hitdice of the Elemental Spirit at the time of its defeat. Note that creatures of greater Angelic or Demonic status can kill an Elemental Spirit outright without binding or imprisoning it. One advantage that is useful to have against an Elemental Spirit is to know its True Name for that is needed to imprison it. For this reason, Elemental Spirits always use false names and often refer to themselves by unique titles, such as: The Granite Dao, the Marid of the Azure River, or the Djinn of the Dark Hour. 

Basic Elemental Spirit Starting Point:

Hitdice: 10 d10 (Constitution bonuses to hitpoints are very common)

(Juvenile Spirits start at 5 and earn 1 hitdice per 10 years until maturity at 10 hitdice.)

Batch: 9

AC (in native form): 5 (Can wear armor of any sort despite magical flames, frost, etc.)

Saving Throws: Same as a 10th level creatures, with good saves in all classes.

Speed: 50 feet a round

Attacks per round: 2

Parries per round: 2

Basic damage: Claw / Claw = 1d6 + 4 each, or Slam = 1d10 + 8

Stats: Assume all stats start around 16 and vary them for the individual. Then, factor them into the above starting stats. Add character levels afterwards.

Efreet: Creatures of Fire, these beings are living infernos. They appear as stately humans with skin of molten brass, bronze, or black lava, and their hair is that of fire. They are cruel and destructive beings, and cannot be trusted. However, they are skilled at using trickery and guile to obtain their goals when raw destructive power will not suffice. 

Game Rule information: All Efreet are immune to fire and have the Flame Touch template from the Tome of Champions. They can also use the innate ability Produce Flames at intensity 4 at will. Finally, Efreet usually have levels of Shaman with fire-based abilities, though they may also have Barbarian or Warrior levels. These levels stack upon their base abilities detailed earlier. They can also fly at their movement speed.

If freed from a prison from which the Efreet itself could not escape, it is bound to grant 3 Wishes (per the standard rules for a Wish in Gaianar) to the one(s) who freed it. However, Efreet are evil creatures and WILL attempt to warp the wish, though the negative consequences are generally not immediately obvious. This bond lasts for 1 year.

Djinn: Elemental Spirits of the Air, these beings are made of whirlwinds and thunderstorms. They are capricious, highly chaotic, and are master pranksters who delight in mischief, though they tend no more to good than to evil. However, when the need arises, they can set aside their apparent immaturity and become great allies or frightful enemies. Djinn appear as humans of attractive, yet powerful, builds, though they may also appear in a hybrid form with a human torso with naught but mist or clouds below. 

Game Rule Information: All Djinn are immune to electrical effects and have the Storm Touched template from the Tome of Champions. They can also use the innate ability Summon Whirlwind at intensity 4 at will. Djinns usually have levels of Thief or a similar class, and may have levels of Shaman with electrical-based abilities. These levels stack upon their base abilities detailed earlier. They can also fly at their movement speed. 

If freed from a prison from which the Djinn itself could not escape, it is bound to truthfully answer any 3 questions asked it by the one(s) who freed it. This bond lasts for 1 year. 

Dao: Elemental creatures of the Earth, Dao are as stubborn and focused as the rocks and sand from which they are formed. They are strictly lawful in their actions and beliefs, and thus appear as unwavering as the mountains themselves, though they tend no more towards good than evil. They rarely meddle directly in the affairs of mortals, instead often working towards far-off goals that may take many years to achieve. Dao appear as muscular humans with skin that seems to be made of stone. 

Game Rule Information: All Dao are immune to acid, bases, and other caustic attacks and have the Stone Touched template from the Tome of Champions. They can also use the innate ability Summon Boulder at intensity 4 at will. Dao may have levels of Warrior, Ranger, or Shaman with Earth based abilities, and these levels stack upon their base abilities listed before. They can also pass through unworked earth and stone at their movement speed. 

If freed from a prison from which the Dao itself could not escape, it is bound to recover 3 lost items or treasures from the earth and reward them to the one(s) who freed it (GM determines the suitability of the request treasures). This bond lasts for 1 year.

Marid: Elemental creatures of Water, Marid are creatures of life and beauty. Usually good aligned, though tending equally towards law or chaos, Marid are symbols of the greatest gift in a parched world - that of life-giving water. Marid appear as strikingly beautiful, though powerful, humans with skin the color of water - blue, green, or somewhere in between. Their hair is usually pale green or white. Marid are fond of aiding travelers who are lost in the desert and are often credited for bring needed rains to the lands.

Game Rule Information: All Marid are immune to cold effects and have the Frost Touched template from the Tome of Champions. They can also use the innate ability Summon Fountain at intensity 4 at will. Marid may have levels of Priest, Protector, or rarely even Cavalier or Paladin, and these levels stack with their base abilities listed before. They can also swim without any hindrances at their base speed. 

If freed from a prison from which the Marid itself could not escape, it is bound to recover 3 lost items or treasures from beneath the sea and reward them to the one(s) who freed it (GM determines the suitability of the requested treasures). This bond lasts for 1 year.

Jann (Genie): These are the weakest of the elemental spirits, and are actually formed from all four of the primary elements. For this reason, they have no primary alignment, and can be found in any mix of good or evil, law or chaos, or even neutrality. They appear as attractive humans with little to no hint of their exotic origins, and they use this fact to their advantage, for though they are the weakest of the elemental spirits, they are the ones most likely to interact with mortals, for good or for evil.

Game Rule Information: All Jann can use any of the Elemental innate abilities at intensity 1 at will. They can also fly at half their base speed. Finally, they can be found with levels in any character class.

If freed from a prison from which the Jann itself could not escape, it is bound to grant 3 Wishes (per the standard rules for a Wish in Gaianar) to the one(s) who freed it. The alignment of the Jann determines the outcome of the Wishes. This bond lasts for one year.

Supernatural Threats in the Wild

Arannoch’s plains, deserts, and wildlands are more than just harsh environments for those who are unprepared; they contain supernatural forces that have pervaded the land, altering it and adding to the dangers present in the wilds. The following are threats that exist in addition to the more common sandstorms, heat waves, and monsters that lurk beyond civilized lands.

Supernatural Mirages: These can appear as anything, although the most common forms taken by mirages fall into one of three categories: what the victims want to see, such as an oasis in a desert, what the victims greatly fear seeing, such as raiders in the distance, or something that would distract the victims from their goal, such as ruins, a shiny object in the sand, and so on. These supernatural mirages are more convincing than normal ones. A common mirage vanishes as one approaches it, but these ones will remain until those affected successfully determine its nature. Treat these supernatural mirages as illusions, and all standard game rules applying to illusions apply to supernatural mirages. Some say these are created by evil Elemental Spirits, while others suspect even darker forces at work.

Razor Winds: It is said that these evil winds strike at their victims with the weapons of those who died in the Godswar. A Razor Wind appears much like a sandstorm, but it is far more lethal. All within its area of effect take 1d4 points of lethal damage per round, and these storms can last for hours (3d6 hours on average). There are ways to prevent this storm from slaying all within it: Damage reduction or structural points is one way, as is wearing heavy clothing, which will half the damage. However, unless shelter is found or more powerful protection employed, few survive these storms of razor-sharp sand. All who see a Razor Wind approaching are entitled to a Perception Check at –4 to realize its true nature once the storm is at least 1 minute from reaching them. This may be enough time to find shelter. These winds are found in the most terrible of wastelands, but it is not unheard of for them to strike at towns with supernatural fury. 

Firestorms: Spontaneous infernos that sweep through an area, leaving behind ashes, these storms are clearly supernatural in nature and are best avoided at all cost. These storms have gale-force winds and rush through an area quickly (in about 3d6 rounds). These storms deal from 1d6 to 3d6 fire damage a round, with an Save vs. System Shock for half damage. All who see a firestorm approaching are entitled to a Perception Check at –4 to realize its true nature once the storm is at least 1 minute from reaching them. This may be enough time to find shelter. 

Whispering Winds: It is not uncommon to hear echoes or even supposed voices on the wind when far from civilization, but these voices are different – they will actually speak to travelers. It is not certain from where these voices come, though many believe they are ghostly remnants of lost travelers who died in the wilderness and were never found. 

The winds generally have no alignment or any real individual identity, though disturbing accounts do exist of travelers speak with dead kin on the winds. They will offer to help travelers avoid a bitter and empty death by giving them information that they may know. First, a sacrifice is requires, which usually consists of a half-day’s worth of water for one individual. Other times, the winds may ask for something else, such as saving an oasis from harm, or restoration of a defiled gravesite. Once placated, the winds will answer questions when asked, though any question requiring more than a “yes” or “no” answer will usually receive a vague, though still accurate, answer. Note that the winds cannot predict the future, and their understanding of the world is no greater than that of most humanoids. Once the winds find a traveler to follow, they will usually remain in the area for 1d6 hours. While helpful, the ghostly voices can be demanding, often wanting more water. They cannot harm the living, but they can be very disturbing and will prevent a good night’s sleep.

Maddening Winds: In some of the more desolate wastes, the winds howl and scream with supernatural force. Dark voices mutter, strange sounds tear at the mind, and those caught in these places are slowly driven mad. While in the area of effect, all victims who can hear the winds must make a Save vs. Sleep/Charm each rounds or act randomly according to the table below. Blocking ones ears well allows a new save with a +4 bonus. Silencing the winds magically or simply by leaving the area allows those affected by them to return to normal within 1d4 rounds. Note that winds are unpredictable and generally do not begin to affect a given area until it is difficult for the victims to escape. This well-documented behavior makes it clear that some evil force is behind these winds, and they do appear more often in known places of darkness.

Maddening Winds Table (roll 1d6 for each person each round):

1 or 2: Act normally

3: Attack nearest ally

4: Stand still or fall helpless, begging for the winds to cease

5 or 6: Run wildly from the area, screaming for the winds to cease

Glass Terrain: In the sandy areas of the desert, lightning strikes can fuse the sand into glass in small areas. However, larger storms of lightning – often the results of supernatural forces – can infuse a larger area with magical energy as well as turning the sand into jagged glass. The worst of these areas are virtual tangles of razor-sharp glass that are almost like brambles. In those areas, anyone pass through the glass without adequate protection takes 1d6 damage for doing unless they either clear the glass or reduce their movement to half of normal. Other areas have vast sheets of slippery glass, where groundspeed is cut in half. In all cases, explosions in the glass terrain will shatter pieces of glass, dealing 3d6 damage to everyone in the area with a Save vs. Area Effect for half damage. 

Note that many of these terrains of glass have other strange supernatural properties. In some, the power of light and electrical based attacks are doubled, and many believe such regions spawn Glass Golems that walks the wastes.

Slumber Sand: This fine sand is supernatural in nature and seeks to put its victims to sleep once it is kicked up by passing through it (after 2d6 rounds). Once the dust is airborne, all within the area of effect who can breath the sand must make a Save vs. Poison or fall asleep for 1d6 hours. All who see a patch of Slumber Sand are entitled to a Perception Check at –4 to realize its true nature. Note that some believe that this magical sand is also responsible for the creation of Sand Golems that magically animate in the wastes; additionally, it can be harvested (with care) and used as a weapon or sleep aid.

Black Sand: Formed over lost graves or upon forgotten battlefields, Black Sand appears much like volcanic ash, but it is infused with Death Magic, and thus will drain the life of the living. After being in contact with the sand for approximately 2d6 rounds, the Black Sand is able to work its way into contact with the victim’s body and starts to drain away life energy at the rate of 1d6 points per round. Note that since this is Death Magic, it will actually heal Undead at the same rate. Finally, those who die within a patch of Black Sand will rise as Undead in 2d6 days. In most cases, they will rise up as low-level Undead appropriate to the environment, though more powerful Undead rise from more powerful victims. All who see a patch of Black Sand are entitled to a Perception Check at –4 to realize its true nature.

Curses: Misfortune is well known on Arannoch, where fertile realms have become deserts and civilizations have turned to dust. Such misery on a large scale impacts all in the world in the form of curses – supernatural traps or events that are designed to make life miserable for the victim. Curses are often found on tombs or in realms of great evil, but it is also not uncommon for a powerful being to proclaim a curse upon another, usually for some great evil or injustice committed by the person. Curses can also be used by evil beings to bring misery to others. Few curses are fatal, but they can be crippling and eat away at the victim over time. Nearly all are based upon revenge or punishment for a misdeed, though the curse is not always appropriate for the crime. Curses are rarely subtle, and it is believed that making them known, especially to the victim, is part of the magic that powers the curse. For example, if tomb robbers were struck by a curse for entering a tomb, it is almost certain that at some point they knew of the curse and could have turned back but chose to continue robbing the tomb. In short, the presence of a curse (though not its nature or method of removal) is usually apparent to the victim and curses are usually triggered by poor choices. 

World Summary

Arannoch is a world of magic and mystery; a world of brushlands and deserts that faces both the glaring sun and the cold night with stoic endurance. It is a world where the strong and wily survive, walking amid the plains and deserts where angels, demons, and elemental spirits still tread the earth. And, for many souls, for all of its flaws and dark past, it is still home.

A Thousand Days of Darkness

Sarkophka was defeated.

The God of Plagues had fled the combined fury of the True One and his divine allies, escaping to a distant planet orbiting a forgotten star - the savannah world of Arannoch. There, amid the lands turned to dust by the dark lord’s withering presence and beneath a sky that was seared black with malice, he made his last stand against the armies of righteousness.

But his own allies had betrayed him. Scaxathrom had turned his back on him, Illuthiel offered only enough aid to keep his word, and the Crystal Mother, Mistress of Lies, lived up to her name. Each of these evil gods hoped to gain the powers of the Lord of Plagues once he had be defeated, but he would not grant them that satisfaction. 

The battle was brief by the standards of Heaven, and soon enough, the huge corpse of Sarkophka’s mummy avatar lay broken and charred amid the bodies of thousands of mortals - both good and evil - who had bravely or foolishly chosen sides in this conflict. 

At last, the forces of Light approached the withered form that lay covered in insects and disease, horrid creations of the black blood of the fallen god. Only two tasks remained: binding Sarkophka forever, and hunting down and destroying every one of his followers… 

The demon ran with all of his failing strength, racing over the sands with inhuman speed. His claws kicked up dust behind him, and he felt the grit-filled wind as it stung his scaled hide. No beast of this world could catch him, but that mattered little, for he was not fleeing from mortal hunters. Rage contoured his face, and he cursed at broken promises and lost dreams of tyranny, for he had seen his Master fall in battle. And now, he who had once been Sarkophka’s lieutenant and a king among both mortals and demons ran through the wilds like some madman or exile, fleeing from hunters who only days before could not have hoped to challenge him in battle. Soon, the armies of Heaven would be upon him - he didn’t have much time.

He darted around a corner and past the rock-strewn base of a crumbling hill - and straight into a pack of astonished soldiers who each were garbed in the armor of the legions of Heaven.

Smiling wickedly as the men reached for their weapons - they were far too slow to have a hope against him - the demon realized that perhaps he had a bit of time to spare…

With a sickening crack, the last man’s skull was split in half, and the demon reveled for a moment in the beauty of the deaths he had caused, licking the blood from his claws and basking in the fear and horror upon the faces of his victims.

A flash of white fire filled the air, and he spun around to face his next enemy. 

Before him, stood the mighty figure of an angelic knight, carved of light and power, and clad in armor that blazed brighter than the sun of this desert world. He stood slightly taller than the demon, but commanded far more respect and awe. His wings stretched out behind him, like gossamer filaments of blue-white light, sweeping the dust aside as he quickly landed on the barren earth. But his face was unseen, for he wore a gold and silver helm that appeared as a featureless and mirrored mask. The angel drew out a sword of fire and approached the demon without saying a word.

Hissing through his fangs, the demon spat, “Haradriel… So I see Heaven has sent its foremost lackey after me - how disappointing! Surely, they could have spared someone a bit more worthy of the challenge than the Faceless Judge!”

The angel replied in a voice of thunder, “Your words mean nothing, Melochar. Your Master is dead. You shall now join him.”

With that, Haradriel leapt into the air, sweeping down on the demon like a bird of prey. His sword struck the beast, and there was a blast of white flames across its scales. Melochar cursed and attacked the angel with his steel claws, each black with corrupting magic, and sliced into the golden armor, leaving behind corrosive acid that could dissolve flesh in seconds.

With another powerful swing of his sword, Haradriel struck home, and the demon fell back, steam rising from his seared flesh where the purified blade had bit into him, and then stumbled and fell to the ground.

“Mercy, oh Faceless one - Mercy!” Melochar cried out, but the angel did not hear him as he loomed over his prey, sword raised upon high to deliver the killing blow.

But the fallen prince of the God of Plagues was no fool - he only needed a moment to regain his strength and to cast a spell. In an instant, a cloud of demonic locusts was summoned forth from his outstretched hand, and the greenish-hued, otherworldly insects - each the size of a man’s fist - swarmed upon the angel.

Haradriel retreated, dropping his sword and wrapping his wings about him, as the hell swarm tried to devour the spiritual energy that allowed him to take form in this world. A few of the vermin split away from the swarm and instead fell upon the corpses of the dead. With impossible hunger, they stripped the bodies to the bone in less than a minute, and then turned their attention to one of the soldiers who was not yet dead. They made a slower meal of him, savoring the flow of blood and his gurgling screams.

Laughing with malice and dark mirth, Melochar picked up the angel’s sword, and the blade began to melt in the monster’s acid claws. “Well, now, Haradriel - you don’t seem so high and mighty now, do you?” he mocked. “Perhaps you should retreat to your empty halls of Light and leave the mortal world to those who understand power and who know enough to use it!”

Again he laughed, but then his smile fell away, for the hell swarm began to die off - as the insects struck the angel’s wings, they began to glow and were soon charred to a crisp. They fell to the ground in a rain of burnt husks and ashes.

Melochar took a few steps back, just as Haradriel pulled forth a long-chained flail with a spiked ball that glowed like a star. With a long swing, he hit the demon in the jaw with an uppercut from the flail, staggering him, and then swept the monster’s feet out from under him on the second swing.

“It ends here, demon.” Haradriel stated.

“You are wrong, fool of Light!”

He then began to cast another spell, but the angel merely stated, “Fleeing to another world won’t save you. Your powers came from Sarkophka, and with his death, your powers will fade as well. I will track you to every world you flee to, until you haven’t the strength to run, and there you shall be destroyed.”

“Pawn of Heaven,” Melochar laughed, black blood trickling from his mouth, “You do not understand!”

There was a crackle of energy around him, signaling the use of a teleportation spell, but when it passed, he remained, and it seemed as if nothing had happened.

“Your spells have failed you, servant of evil.”

“Wrong, arrogant one! I cannot save myself, but I can save my Master!”

“He is dead, and even your scheming cannot bring him back.”

“Still you do not understand! I have sent away his sacred texts, and copies have been scattered across the void! Even I do not know what worlds they have been sent to, but it doesn’t matter - when they are found, my Master shall return!”

Haradriel noted that Melochar’s words were true, for the scrolls he carried with him - the unholy texts of Sarkophka, had suddenly vanished.

“Now do you begin to see your failure, Faceless One? My Master is only dead so long as there are none to worship him. I am the last, but there will be others after me. When the texts are found, there will be those who understand the nature of power who will read them and being to worship my Master for what he is, the God of Plagues. On that day, he shall rise again!”

Haradriel moved closer, twirling the flail for a finishing strike.

“Kill me then, oh wise one. It doesn’t matter! You have no way to find the texts, for they are hidden from the forces of Light! There shall be a thousand days of darkness - one on each world when my Master’s sacred texts are found!”

Before he could speak again, he was silenced by a crushing strike from Haradriel’s flail. 

The angel sighed, and turned away from the corpse, which had begun to smolder with greenish flames and ooze acidic black blood upon the ground. Choking smoke rose from the charred mess, a final insult to the world that had suffered the last battle of the Godswar.

Haradriel then removed his mirrored helm, revealing the face of a young man who had begun to grow old before his time. Years of battling against Sarkophka’s minions had taken their toll, and now, just as he had hoped the war had ended, one last spiteful act threatened to undo the peace for which so many had fought and died. 

He looked up to the sky as the evening came, and thought about the countless stars above. Each jewel that glimmered in the growing dusk was beautiful and full of hope of other lives, races, and civilizations… and each was potentially in peril by the lost texts of Sarkophka.

“I shall undo this crime you have committed, Melochar,” Haradriel whispered, “Even if it takes me eternity.”

Centuries later, in a forgotten corner of the world of Gaianar…

“Oh, would you believe this?” the Indigo Librarian of Ex-Libris called out to his companion. “Another tome of some long-lost religion of evil!”

“You know, it always troubles me when you say things like that, Sam.” replied the Orange Librarian guardswoman. “You just sound too excited about such a thing.”

“Come now, Ryana, surely you must appreciate the benefits of gathering knowledge?”

“I leave that for the Librarians of other colors. If you ask me, books such as that should be left where they are found, if not destroyed!”

“But it is important to know what’s in it so that we might understand where it came from and those who worshiped this lost god.”

“Whatever you want - I’m just not going to let you get yourself hurt again,” Ryana stated. “If you want to spend your time reading lost books of forgotten doom, that’s fine by me. Just don’t wreck my day by sharing them with me.”

Samuel was no longer listening, and was instead carefully removing the lock from the large, black-leather bound tome that bore the Seal of the God of Plagues. He was known to have a bad habit of opening things first and discovering traps later, and Ryana was torn between keeping near him to offer aid in case a trap did go off and getting to safety to avoid the latest explosive consequence caused by her friend so that one of them might survive to get help. When you travel with an absent-minded adventurer like Samuel, risking getting blow up is just part of the job. Though she did care about him, Ryana had to admit that the constant risk of being blow apart was starting to get on her nerves. Fortunately or unfortunately, Sam never really worried about such things until it was a bit too late.

“Hmmmm… no sign of any traps on this book. Quite odd. I guess it can’t be that important…”

With a Click, the lock was undone, and Samuel began reading through the pages with a mix of interested and bored amusement, as if he were skimming the book at Ex-libris’s bookstore before buying it.

“Yes, yes… very interesting… Yes… hmmm…. Well, that’s rather depressing… Hmmmmm….”

Ryana asked a question she probably didn’t want to know the answer to, “What does it say?”

“Oh, the usual things… Destroying the world… unleashing plagues… summoning bugs that eat people alive… Mummies and how to become one…”

“Nice.”

“Hmm? Not really… It’s not that nice at all. Frankly, it gets rather depressing after that point.”

“You mean AFTER the part about destroying the world?” Ryana asked with amazement.

“Oh, yes - after that. But it’s still a very interesting find. Apparently, there was once a god known as Sarkophka, who was the God of Plagues, and he followed the usual plans of evil, with the goal to take over the world or destroy it. It seems he really didn’t care which… Strange that the book should be written in our tongue - I don’t see how that’s possible since it seems far older than our modern language.”

Ryana expressed a nagging thought, “It’s almost as if somebody WANTED us to find it. The book was easily found amid all the rubble of this ruin, it had no traps upon it, you were able to open the lock with far too little effort, and now we discover it is written in our own language. Sam, I think we’d best leave that book behind!”

“Nonsense! It is just good fortune - that’s all! Today has been a very lucky day for us, but it is getting late. Let’s head back to Grey Birch and I’ll have this tome shipped back to Ex-Libris for more detailed study.”

Ryana shook her head, ran a hand nervously through her blonde hair, and took a long look at the evil tome. She shook her head, and stated, “Fine, but I want that book out of our possession as soon as possible. If - or should I say when - something happens, our friends in Ex-Libris will be able to handle it. I don’t want anything to happen to you - er, us, um - you know what I mean.”

Sam shrugged and retorted, “I don’t see why you worry so much, Ryana. It’s just a book. What can possibly happen?”

Later that night…

Greez the Merchant (also known as: Greez the Traveler, Greez the Slick, Greez the Weasel, and a few other unprintable names) pulled out of the town of Grey Birch, laughing to himself. 

“What a couple of fools! Those two Librarians haven’t a clue! Pay ol’ Greez enough, and he’ll do anything, dontcha know? But I never expected that much gold just to carry a moldy old book back to the City of Learned Idiots! Ha!”

There was nobody else around, save for Greez’s two mules, but that didn’t deter the sleazy merchant from continuing his not-quite sober banter.

“Aye, they seemed rather disappointed in me, as if I couldn’t take care of a silly old book. I’s told them that I’s the best Grey Birch had, but that’s ‘cuz I’m the only one’s they have! Ha! But that’s what you’s get if you’re dumb enough to go lookin’ for old books in old ruins near a pit like Grey Birch! Not much choices, you know, and you’ve got to take what you’s got! Of course, I’m the best they’s got! Ha!”

One of Greez’s mules looked back at him, with a pleading look in his eyes, almost begging the grimy traveler to be quiet.

“Well enough, I say I’ve done, and a fat load of gold for me! I’ll spend this on booze and wenches, and maybe get me one of those fine flaming swords - a mighty nice thing to have…”

Greez’s meandering thoughts were cut short by a loud moan, followed by shrieks and hollers of inhuman voices. For a long moment, there was silence, as if all the birds and beasts of the night had fled. Then, cackles and moans echoed through the air, drawing closer and closer…

“Ah, curses! Undead! I’ve killed enough of these things in my years!” Greez stated to nobody in particular. Oddly, he seemed to sober up quite quickly, and even his speech was no longer uncouth as the threat of death loomed over him.

Greez leapt from his wagon and pulled forth a pair of silver maces. Though the merchant wasn’t pleasant company and valued gold too much, his fighting stance made it clear that he was a skilled warrior.

With a long groan, a zombie shambled forth from the woods, green-grey flesh dangling from its bones. Its empty eyes stared at Greez, and it began to shamble towards him, clawed hands outstretched.

“Oh, shambling corpses - what fun!” Greez muttered, and he tumbled in under the zombie’s reach and shattered one of its legs with a splat! The zombie shrieked in pain as the silver touched it, and then it fell to the ground as its broken leg gave out. Flesh scattered everywhere, but the creature pulled itself along with its hands, trying to bite at its attacker.

“Why can’t you stink-bags STAY DEAD?!”

SPLURT! The zombie’s head exploded under the impact of a mace, and Greez swung around with the same motion, backhanding a looming skeleton in the face with his other weapon. The skeleton’s head shattered into a cloud of bone shards, and the pathetic creature began to circle aimless, its hands trying to feel for where its head had been. Another good mace hit took it down.

One of the mules bleated in pain as a zombie raked it with its claws, trying to rip off enough flesh for a good meal.

“Dang it! I paid enough for those mules as it is! I ain’t buying another set! And I thought I didn’ need Undead Insurance on them!”

Greez turned to head back to aid the mules, but an unnaturally strong arm grabbed one of his hands, and he felt stabbing pain as a zombie bit into his shoulder. He cried out, and swung his mace over his back, smacking the zombie with a solid enough blow to force it to let go. 

The creature chewed its meal slowly, as if savoring the taste of living flesh. Greez winced in pain, realizing that he was also going to need to spend money on a good healer when all of this was through. In retribution, he struck at the zombie again and again with his maces with long, brutal swings, noting that the undead creature seemed supernaturally enchanted in some way. Thankfully, it was still stupid, if not slow. Gradually, the impossibly durable zombie began to falter, its swipes at him coming less frequent, until it finally lay on the ground in a broken heap.

“Alright! Now to kick their arses for harming my mules!”

But the Undead were gone.

“By the gods, where the heck did they go?” Greez wondered aloud. Only the sudden silence of the night answered him.

He went back to inspect his wagon, noting that the wounded mule was still bleeding and, judging by its shivers, would also need a healer’s attention soon.

“Curses… I guess I’ll have to head back to Grey Birch… And they thought I was mad for hiring a healer to keep watch over that stupid little town! And - hey, where’s the book?!”

Indeed, the tome of Sarkophka was gone, carried off into the night by the Undead. Somehow, they had been drawn to it, and retrieving that book was far more important than merely slaying the living.

“Son of a - now I won’t get paid! This hasn’ been a lucky day for me, it seems… ugh…” Greez began to mutter again as he turned back to Grey Birch to seek healing.

Several months later, in a hidden temple of Scaxathrom…

In the center of the stone chamber, a prisoner was held, his hands and feet chained to the floor. Around him in this prison stood various implements of torture - a well-used rack, an iron maiden that was still caked in fresh blood, a wall of hooks, and various other devices better left unmentioned. In this prison of the Scaxathrom’s unholy faith, the accused were typically caged for weeks at a time, being left to think about the torture devices around them and how their soulless captors would soon use them in creative and sickening ways.

Though many had perished in this dungeon below one of the great Scaxathrom temples, this prisoner was different from all the others. He was not an outsider, a human sacrifice, or a random traveler or adventurer - he was a Scaxathrom High Priest, or at least he had been until stripped of his title a few weeks ago. And yet, he seemed completely unconcerned about his imprisonment, caring little for the attempts of his captors to break his mind and spirit. None could deny that he held unshakeable faith in some higher power, but none wished to think of that implication.

He heard approaching footsteps from outside his cell, and soon the locks clattered and the steel door swung wide as three black-robed figures stepped into the room. 

Two were guards of the Scaxathrom faith, and they wielded spears tipped with venomous poison derived from vipers. At their head was the new High Priest of this temple, and he bore an unholy symbol of Scaxathrom. His hair was long and white, and he had tattoos of vipers upon his arms and neck. 

The prisoner looked up, almost bored with these visitors. Though clad in rags, his hair shaved off and his skin scarred with countless lashes from his tormentors, he still held an unnerving dignity and a strength of presence that was enough to give even the High Priest pause.

After a moment, the High Priest spoke, “Ireshtal, you have been accused of treason by the High Priests of Scaxathrom. The texts of the false god ‘Sarkophka’ were found in your possession, as were the mummy wrappings used to take upon the form of a priest of his false religion. Furthermore, our informants caught you attempting to convert members of the truth faith of Scaxathrom to your foolish religion of mummies and plagues. Next, you were found…” 

“Enough!” Ireshtal replied. “I know the charges, and they do not matter. I no longer worship your god, fool. Sarkophka is my master now!”

The High Priest grinned, and turned to the other two, saying, “He has confessed! With his own words, he has condemned himself! He shall be executed at midnight tonight! But first, Ireshtal, I must burn off the mark of the Viper. We shall not allow a traitor such as you to die with our lord Scaxathrom’s symbol upon your cursed body.”

The High Priest pulled forth a branding iron, and it glowed red-hot. He advanced upon the prisoner with an evil smile on his cold features.

Ireshtal began to chant words unfamiliar to the High Priest, but he laughed in reply, stating, “Fool! We have studied the spells cast by your acolytes, and we suspect that the Crystal Father, or perhaps another god, is granting them. But praying to Sarkophka will do you no good, for we have taken precautions against any spells you might cast. Mere cantrips of a god of drunks and delusional drug addicts will not alter your fate!”

As the High Priest raised the smoldering iron, Ireshtal began to call out the name of his god, begging for mercy. “Sarkophka! Sarkophka! Sarkophka!” he chanted.

And, from across the vast distances of space, the God of Plagues answered him.

A cloud of locusts appeared in the room, swarming over the High Priest. He screamed in pain, waving the branding iron about in a vain effort to beat back the insects. His body twisted and shuddered as the insects burrowed into him, eating him alive from the inside out. Then, his mouth hung open, letting loose one long wail - and then locusts buzzed out of it, exploding from his eyes and ears as well. In seconds, the High Priest was reduced to bones.

His two guards looked on in horror, and then turned to run, but it was no use. The Hell Swarm was upon them, and they barely escaped the prison cell before suffering the same horrible fate.

Ireshtal laughed with inhuman malice, and the chains that held him weakened, rusted, and snapped into pieces. He stood up, dusted himself off, and then strode across the splatter of blood and bones that were all that remained of the High Priest. 

He walked through the still open doorway, looking down the dark dungeon halls. There was no sign of any other guards, or of the Hell Swarm. One of the walls was smeared with blood across its long length, and bones were scattered everywhere. It seems that the two guards died in an even more painful and messy fashion than the High Priest, if that was possible.

Ireshtal laughed again at this, finding merriment in such suffering, and the demon Melochar would have been proud at his utterly inhuman nature. For how horrible it is when those without souls continue to walk the earth!

The new servant of the God of Plagues turned back, picked up the skull of the High Priest to keep as a reminder, and then retrieved the branding iron as well, and it burned crimson at its end with a supernatural flame; his new master would be impressed with the pain and suffering this newly enchanted weapon would produce. He then departed the dungeon, escaping into the woods, seeking new victims and converts.

Deep below the earth on the world of Arannoch, in a tomb that nearly all have forgotten, there was a thunderous CRASH, and the earth trembled. People in the streets of cities and towns were tossed from their feet, and they muttered curses and oaths, while nervously wondering what had happened, for the earth rarely shook, and never this violently.

Within the lost tomb, the silver and adamantine coffin that held the mummy-corpse of Sarkophka’s avatar turned black with corrosion. The dozens of enchanted and warded chains that held the coffin suspended above a magma pool in the center of a cave were blasted with dark magic, and several of them shattered and turned to rust. Below, the fires of the pit erupted, filling the lower parts of the tomb with lava. 

And on the world of Arannoch, a great evil began to spread…
